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still alive, since John’s own disciples tell us he died during the reign 
of this same Trajan (98–117 AD).2 Then, as now, serious and called 
Christian women were working steadfastly for the advancement 
of Christ’s reign, even in the face of general disapproval.

 The next woman we meet has indeed become so enmeshed in 
legend that we wonder if she ever really existed. Andrea Lorenzo 
Molinari, whose book on the heroic Perpetua and article for Pris-
cilla Papers on women martyrs back in 2008 (vol. 22, no. 2) were 
so well received, is back in our pages to discuss the building of 
the legend of Veronica, which has so eclipsed this faithful disciple 
of Jesus herself. In a fascinating tour from myth through fact, the 
dean of the Blessed Edmund Rice School for Pastoral Ministry 
suggests one possible referent is no one less than the Bernice or 
Beronikē who is better known as the woman healed of the issue 
of blood in Mark 5:25–34. That this woman was a real, breath-
ing human being whom Jesus cured and not just the figment of 
a miracle story invented to adorn the reputation of a character 
who is legendary himself is confirmed by Eusebius of Caesarea, 
the author of the seminal work, The History of the Church from 
Christ to Constantine, to which every church historian continues 
to turn for data on the first three hundred years of the Christian 
church. In chapter 7, section 18, of his history, Eusebius explains 
that her residence had been at Caesarea Philippi, where he even-
tually served as church overseer, and he adds,

I do not think I ought to omit a story that deserves to be re-
membered by those who will follow us. The woman with a 
hemorrhage, who as we learn from the holy gospels was cured 

Is it difficult to take Priscilla Papers to the 
beach? Not exactly light summer reading? 
Maybe not, but this issue introduces you 
to an interesting collection of individuals, 
any of whose stories would make some 
novels pale in comparison. 

Each in her or his own way, some in-
tentionally, and some not, has made a last-
ing contribution to the egalitarian thought 
of our authors as they lived lives so re-

markable that they have, in their own sphere, become significant 
figures of history and, in some cases, of legend.

The first we consider are those heroic women who stood up 
for Jesus, despite the cost of the social approbation some of them 
may have faced, as our opening author, Angela Ravin-Anderson, 
reminds us. We often think of the liberating joy of being with Je-
sus that these first female followers experienced, but we do not 
always realize that it came with a price from the disapproval of 
family, certainly from society shrinking back from the cross, and 
in the sometimes fierce governmental persecution that followed. 
Worthwhile to remember is that one of the earliest reports of an 
active church outside the New Testament was in a letter from 
AD 112, written by the Governor of Bythinia, Pliny the Younger, 
asking the emperor Trajan whether to torture two women min-
istrae (ministers or servants) he had arrested for leading a “nest” 
of Christians,1 a popular pagan slur for early churches. This ac-
knowledgement of the active leadership of women in the church 
is so early that it may have occurred while John the Apostle was 
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of her trouble by our Savior, was stated to have come from 
here. Her house was pointed out in the city, and a wonder-
ful memorial of the benefit the Savior conferred upon her 
was still there. On a tall stone base at the gates of her house 
stood a bronze statue of a woman, resting on one knee and 
resembling a suppliant with arms outstretched. Facing this 
was another of the same material, an upright figure of a man 
with a double cloak neatly draped over his shoulders and his 
hand stretched out to the woman. Near his feet on the stone 
slab grew an exotic plant, which climbed up to the hem of 
the bronze cloak and served as a remedy for illnesses of every 
kind. This statue, which was said to resemble the features of 
Jesus, was still there in my own time, so that I saw it with my 
own eyes when I resided in the city.3

With such a remarkable legacy as commissioning a statue of 
Jesus that had stood by the time of Eusebius for some 300 years, 
one might wonder how the legend could eclipse the person her-
self. For myself, however, having been a small child in the United 
States in the 1950s, when this was routinely done not only with 
figures like Davy Crockett (who, we were taught, “kil’t him a bar 
[bear] when he was only three”), but also in lionizing even shady 
and dubious characters like Wyatt Earp, Bat Masterson, Doc 
Holliday, it fits my experience. As nearly everyone else in that 
era, I was enthralled by the multitude of Western stories con-
stantly being written, filmed, and televised, and I easily accepted 
the spin on these stories. One of my favorite authors, however, 
was Dorothy M. Johnson, who wrote a more realistic classic col-
lection of short stories published under the title Indian Country, 
which supplied me with an alternative view. Out of this book and 
its companion title, The Hanging Tree, came ideas that inspired 
major films (e.g., the title story “The Hanging Tree” with Maria 
Schell and Gary Cooper and “A Man Called Horse” with Richard 
Harris and Judith Anderson). But the most impacting film to me 
from one of her short stories was “The Man Who Shot Liberty 
Valance.” As an aspiring neo-teen journalist by this time, already 
writing school news pieces for the local newspaper, I was struck 
by the concluding thought of one character who was a journal-
ist, through whom Dorothy Johnson critiqued the entire era and 
its excesses: “When the legend becomes fact, print the legend.”4 
Apparently, that is what has happened with the real woman who 
would become the legendary Veronica. But, if she was, indeed, 
the woman healed from the issue of blood in Mark 5, then, in a 
most graphic way, she kept alive and before the eyes of her neigh-
bors the testimony to what Jesus had done for her, still apparent 
three centuries later, but, even more so, a lasting part of the ca-
nonically recorded actions of Jesus. And her account lives on to 
edify us as much for her courage to press onward to seek healing 
from the Savior as for the compassion shown by the Veronica 
of legend, passing that healing on. In short, the point is that, as 
Veronica of legend transmitted the good news of Christ’s physical 
healing through her symbolic cloth, the real woman passed on 
both that and the even greater message of Christ’s spiritual heal-
ing through her representative statue. 

The next two women we meet, drawn from the two poles of 
Christian theology, the Calvinist and the Arminian camps, both 
sensed an early calling to preach, and both underwent arduous 
opposition to realize that calling. Tim Lee recounts for us the 
trials of Louisa Woosley, ordained, nearly “unordained,” but still 
steadfastly ministering while writing a defense of her calling, in 
this 125th year celebration of her ordination to the Cumberland 
Presbyterian Church (CPC). We thank CPC’s Michael Qualls and 
archivist Susan Knight Gore for our beautiful cover photograph. 
The year that had raised Louisa Woosley’s hope was 1877, when 
the CPC first approved women serving as trustees and deacons. 
That same year was born the Methodist M. Madeline Southard, 
who was to exemplify the combining of evangelism and social 
action for nearly a century. Struggling against the limitations put 
on women, attempting to fulfill her calling from God, she sacri-
ficed family life for ministry, a bittersweet choice she felt forced 
on her as it was on so many missional women over the centuries. 
Kristen Kobes Du Mez explains her story to us against the fuller 
background of a cultural ideal of family that disempowered those 
whom it should have empowered, the ones who comprised the 
institution of family themselves.

Taking us into modern times, Gilbert Bilezikian presents to us 
a great woman of personal legend. If all the preceding women are 
major historical figures, colaborers with Jesus, a paragon of faith, 
the first woman ordained in a denomination, and a champion for 
women’s rights who helped change the mind of another denomi-
nation, the next woman we celebrate was virtually unsung until 
this poignant reminiscence has given her eulogy back its voice. I 
would guess that many of us have one or more Madame Talents 
in our own personal histories, saints who put up with the ordeals 
of shepherding us in our untamed youth because they loved the 
Lord and could see that, if this wild little hooligan could be trans-
formed by the love of Jesus, he or she could do great things for the 
reign of God. I can think of patient saints whom I tested merci-
lessly in my youth and who continually responded with grace, 
like Mister Tim, my longsuffering Stockade leader and Sunday 
School teacher, and Missus Mariana, abandoned with two chil-
dren, but the soul of sweet patience with a neighborhood good-
news club, and the all but homeless elderly missionaries Brother 
Ornan and his sister who lived on the corner and scraped to-
gether thirty-four cents for gasoline to take their tiny gathering 
to which my mother sent me in the summers to the pathetic little 
Trailside Museum (picture a possum in a cage). When I and a 
friend wandered off, making everyone wait for an hour, they re-
ceived us back so graciously, only commenting they were glad we 
were safe. How many of these saints did I exasperate in my early 
years? How much do I owe them for the nurturing of my faith? 
But what if there were war in my hometown and their sacrifice 
meant starvation? Madame Talent’s is a story of great heroism 
that put a lump in my throat as I read it. Of such saints are the 
foundational pillars of the reign of Jesus Christ that support each 
of us as Christ supports us all. 

Our final figure comes from a parallel arena, the struggle of 
minorities to achieve recognition in a largely hostile majority 
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culture. The struggle of Christian women to overcome the rami-
fications of the curse in Genesis 3 that resulted from the fall of 
humanity by missing the mark of God’s intentions for the way we 
should live and treat each other (which is what God calls “sin”) 
was not something invented recently, as some mistakenly sug-
gest. Its history can be traced from the fall to today as God raises 
up a remnant of egalitarian champions in each generation. In 
the 1800s, the struggle for equality among people groups in the 
United States, focusing on the abolition of slavery, encouraged 
many champions, when the battle was won, to extend their ef-
forts to right the wrongs done to women and to struggle now for 
equality between the genders as well. That effort goes on among 
people groups around the world. Douglas Groothuis explains the 
parallel between these liberating movements through studying 
the example of the well-known African American composer and 
performer Duke Ellington, whose unfailing graciousness made 
him a model of goodwill for an entire nation and set an example 
of how to meet opposition in a manner that echoes the biblical 
advice, “a gentle answer turns away wrath” (Prov 15:1, TNIV). 
Prof. Groothuis suggests that this is how egalitarians should pur-
sue the presentation of our argument.

To complete our issue, we have an interesting book to fea-
ture. I am delighted to report that the long-awaited book by Mary 
Stromer Hanson on Mary and Martha, which in earlier form was 
introduced in our pages, is now completed and reviewed for us 

by Prof. Judy Diehl. Finally, a major new poet to our pages, Debo-
rah Shore, gives us a provocative reflection to close our issue.

Everywhere around us, we find the world clamoring to com-
mandeer our interest on behalf of so many celebrities whose 
words and deeds are unworthy of our attention. For myself, 
spending time in the presence of such saints as those who are 
featured in this issue is tremendously uplifting to my spirit. I 
find refreshing being reminded of the movers and shakers down 
through the ages whose goal was to assist God, as God reconciles 
the world to Godself. I am always remarking to my wife, “We 
know the nicest people!” So, it is always a privilege to expand that 
circle from “the cloud of witnesses” (Heb 12:1) in our heritage. 

Blessings,

 

Notes

1. Pliny the Younger, “Christians in Bithynia, c. 112.” Plin. Epp. X (ad 
Traj.) in Henry Bettenson and Chris Maunder, eds., Documents of the 
Christian Church, 4th ed. (New York, NY: Oxford, 2012), 3–4. 

2. Eusebius, The History of the Church from Christ to Constantine, trans. 
G. A. Williamson (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg, 1965), notes this claim is 
“proved by the evidence of two witnesses who could hardly be doubted,” 
Irenaeus, overseer of Lyons, and Clement of Alexandria, 3.23 (128).

3. Eusebius, History, 7.18 (303–04).
4. “The Man Who Shot Liberty Valance,” Paramount Pictures Cor-

poration and John Ford Productions, Inc., 1962. 
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They Had Followed Him from Galilee: The Female Disciples
Angela Ravin-Anderson

ANGELA RAVIN-ANDERSON, a native Texan,  is an  
ordained minister who currently serves as the 
Chief Advancement Officer at Houston Graduate 
School of Theology. She is in the process of earn-
ing her Doctorate of Ministry in Pastoral and Mis-
sional Leadership. She and her husband, Herbert 
Anderson, have been married for twenty-four 
years, and they have a fourteen-year-old daughter, Peyton Marie.

A popular question has been posed for a while now in contem-
porary American society: “What would Jesus do?” The theology 
behind the question suggests that, perhaps, in the absence of ex-
plicit teaching, or as further explanation thereof, if one were to 
discern how Jesus reacts or handles a situation, because of the 
utter consistency of Jesus’s character and mission, one might find 
instruction for how to do likewise in one’s own life. It is based 
on the simple call and invitation that Jesus gives to his disciples: 
“Follow me” (e.g., Matt 4:19; Mark 2:14; Luke 9:59; John 1:43). Je-
sus proclaims good news: the kingdom of God is at hand. And, 
with that, a new world order is established. Those who follow 
him are called to demonstrate and embody the values, tenets, and 
principles of the kingdom. His followers often represent those 
who, transformed by the healing and restorative ministry of Je-
sus, then choose to commit their own lives to faithful service of 
Jesus Christ. These followers are also known as disciples. They 
not only learn the teachings of Jesus, but also fully embrace his 
teachings by applying them in their daily walk. 

Because Jesus provided no explicit teaching with regard to the 
roles of women in ministry, his position on the topic can best be 
ascertained by observing his actions and listening to his words as 
he interacts with the women in his world. No doubt, he was re-
garded as a radical nonconformist in his treatment and elevation 
of women. But, upon close inspection, we see that Jesus’s actions 
fully align with his message of liberation and equality (Isa 61:1–
3). In general, Jesus demonstrates fair and equitable treatment to 
women and men alike. He heals men and women alike. He deliv-
ers both women and men from spiritual bondage. And Jesus in-
vites both men and women to serve in and actively participate as 
members of the kingdom of God being established here on earth.

Historically, most of the attention has been placed on the 
Twelve, those men whom Jesus hand-selected and who came 
to be emblematic of the twelve tribes of Israel. But there is an-
other group equally committed and ever present in the ministry 
of Jesus simply known as the women “who followed him from 
Galilee” (Matt 27:55; Luke 23:49, 55). Luke brings them to every-
one’s attention in the eighth chapter of his gospel. And, although 
Luke only records the names of a few, apparently they were many 
in number. These women were distinct from the crowds that 
often gathered around Jesus. They were disciples who followed 
Jesus literally from Galilee to Jerusalem. They responded to the 
teaching, preaching, and healing ministry of Jesus by answering 
the clarion call of “whosoever will” (Luke 8:21). They commit-
ted themselves to learning from Jesus and to serving him. Most 
notably, Luke comments that these women even chose to sup-
port Jesus financially out of their own means. And, while some 
would try to negate or minimize their role in the ministry of Je-
sus, Parambi Baby points out that these women characterize the 
unique nature of the discipleship of Jesus, including a “direct call 
from Jesus, an immediate and literal following behind Jesus leav-
ing all earthly ties in keeping with doing the will of God [which] 
were considered basic features of the discipleship of Jesus.”1 And, 
while some may argue that their call was not imbued with the 

same specificity as the twelve apostles, neither was the call of 
those who comprised the “seventy-two,” of whom it is quite likely 
these women were a part. 

So, who were those women who moved in the liberating free-
dom that they now found in the message of Jesus? A few names 
can be gathered in Luke 8:1–3, and a few others were recorded by 
the other gospel writers in their accounts of the death, burial, and 
resurrection of Jesus. Luke described some of them as women 
who had been cured of illnesses or delivered from evil spirits. 
Some were wealthy and some were poor. Some were single and 
some were married. They crossed the gamut of class, age, and sta-
tus. Whatever the situation, these women committed themselves 
to living out and sharing the gospel message of redemption. So, 
who were some of the women disciples whose names have been 
recorded in the gospel narratives?

Mary Magdalene

The first woman Luke mentions is Mary Magdalene, who, with-
out a doubt, exhibited incredible devotion and leadership among 
this group. Because her “surname” (as we consider it), Magdalene 
or Magdala, is the name of her place of origin, historians assume 
that she is not married, or possibly divorced or widowed. Luke 
describes her as the one from whom seven demons had been cast 
out. The number seven may indicate the degree of her malady in 
that it had completely overwhelmed or overpowered her. Yet, her 
complete devotion to Jesus stands against her previous condition 
of bondage. She embodied faithfulness in service by staying close 
to Jesus and ministering to his needs.2 

Mary Magdalene traveled with Jesus from the beginning of 
his ministry in Galilee, and her allegiance propelled her onward 
by his side to Jerusalem. She is placed by all four gospels at the 
crucifixion (Matt 27:55–56; Mark 15:40–41; Luke 23:49; John 
19:25). Furthermore, she is noted as being at the tomb when Je-
sus’s body was laid inside and is one of the first at the tomb on 
the morning of his resurrection. Mary Magdalene has the unique 
distinction of being commissioned on that day by an angel, as 
well as by Jesus himself, to go and tell the others. Often called 
“the apostle to the apostles,” Mary was chosen by Jesus to see his 
appearance first and gave her a message to tell his brothers and 
the others (Matt 28:8; Mark 16:10–11; Luke 24:9–11; John 20:18). 
She “was the one woman disciple of Jesus who was universally 
known in the early church and most tenaciously remembered in 
the traditions as a witness of the empty tomb.”3 Mary Ann Getty-
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Sullivan notes that her name almost always appears first among 
the named women, “an indication of her position of leadership 
with regard to women, at least.”4 Her life vividly illustrates the 
restorative power of Jesus Christ across all dimensions of one’s 
life. For Mary Magadalene, as well as for many others, healing by 
Jesus resulted in “faithful ministry as well as social reintegration, 
leadership, and recognition.”5

Joanna

Another prominent woman within the group of female disciples 
is Joanna, the wife of Chuza (Cuza). Her husband was an admin-
istrator of the household estate of Herod. As members of the ar-
istocracy, they served within the Herodian court at Tiberias, the 
city that Herod Antipas had founded.6 Luke 9:7–9 indicates that 
news about Jesus was spreading all around the tetrarch’s court. 
Whether Joanna was merely influenced by the talk or actually 
helped to spread the message of Jesus is not known. What is 
known is that she chose to follow Jesus, to travel with him, learn 
from him, and commit financially to him. The social cost this 
aristocrat woman endured for the sake of the ministry of Jesus 
is almost unfathomable. Richard Bauckham notes the ignominy: 

Joanna in the Romanized Herodian court at Tiberias, and to 
gauge the remarkable nature of the step she took in associat-
ing herself so closely with a group of people, Jesus’ disciples, 
who were in the eyes of her social circle, almost despicably 
inferior, while at the same time in their eyes, she deserved 
not the esteem given to social superiors but contempt given to 
this particular ruling elite by ordinary Galilean people.7 

Yet, she remained committed to Jesus until the end. Luke records 
that Joanna was one of the women who witnessed the empty 
tomb on resurrection morning, saw the angel inside the tomb, 
and reported with Mary Magdalene to the Eleven and to all the 
others (Luke 24:1–10). 

Joanna most assuredly was one of the women who supported 
Jesus’s ministry financially. But, as a patron of the ministry, she 
carried out her role in a fashion atypical of patron-client relation-
ships. Instead of Jesus Christ being beholden to her, she commit-
ted herself to serving him completely. Her discipleship is truly 
emblematic of the radical role reversal between those who rule 
and those who serve that Jesus speaks of in Luke 22:25–27. One 
should note that a patron who serves represents the order of the 
new kingdom of God on earth.8

As a side note, some scholars contend that Joanna’s role in 
ministry continued on into the early life of the first-century 
church. Some have speculated that Joanna is also the same per-
son as Junia, who is mentioned by Paul in Romans 16:7. Then, 
Chuza would probably be Andronicus, indicating that he too was 
converted to “the Way.” Joanna may have followed the practice—
common for Hebrews during that time in an effort to assimilate 
more fully with the dominant Roman culture—of taking on Lat-
in names that tended to sound similar to their Jewish names.9 
Whatever the case, Joanna’s discipleship demonstrates that the 
kingdom of heaven is available to all who are willing to place 
themselves in humble submission to Jesus and to serve one’s fel-
low humans.

Susanna, Mary of Clopas, Mary mother of James,  
and Salome

The third woman mentioned in Luke 8:3 is Susanna. Apparently, 
she, too, followed Jesus from Galilee. Sadly, not much is known 
about her. Her name was unusual in that day, which may account 
for why the gospel writer did not add any additional descriptor or 
“surname,” and many scholars assume that she was also among the 
aristocracy. Nevertheless, it is important to affirm that the ministry 
of Jesus depended on the generosity and courage of women like Su-
sanna who chose to do more than simply state their belief, but also 
committed themselves wholeheartedly to the work of the kingdom.

The next three women appear in the Synoptics looking from 
a distance at the cross of Jesus. Yet, John 19:25 states that Jesus’s 
aunt, Mary of Clopas, was standing near the cross next to his 
mother and Mary Magdalene. Linguistic idiomatic analysis sug-
gests that she is either the wife or unmarried daughter of Clo-
pas.10 The likelihood of her being unmarried is slim, because 
Jewish customs would not have permitted an unmarried young 
woman to be in such a public place. Clopas, an extremely rare 
name, is possibly Jesus’s uncle, the brother of Joseph. Hegesippus, 
a second-century writer, notes that the successor of James as head 
of the church was Simon, son of Clopas.11 Bauckham speculates 
that Clopas is probably the same person to whom Luke alludes, 
a companion of Simon on the road to Emmaus, to whom Jesus 
appeared.12 Jesus’s family members were prominent in the lead-
ership of the early Christian movement.

Another woman at the cross is Mary, the mother of James 
(the younger) and Joseph (also known as Joses). Because of the 
commonness of the name Mary, there is a great deal of confu-
sion around her identity. Some have speculated that she is Jesus’s 
mother, because the list of the names of her sons is similar to 
that of Jesus’s mother in Mark 6:3. Others believe that she may be 
the same person as Mary of Clopas based on a reading of John 
19:25–27. In Matthew 27:56 and Mark 15:40, she is mentioned as 
being present at the crucifixion. Though she was possibly a mem-
ber of Jesus’s family, her familial relationship was subordinate to 
the spiritual relationship. The “family of Jesus” became synony-
mous with those who would follow him as opposed to those who 
might have claimed a natural familial connection (Luke 8:19–21; 
11:27–28).13 Even within Jesus’s own family and in his ministry, he 
underscores that, within the kingdom of God, family values are 
reconfigured based on faith and obedience as opposed to blood-
lines and patriarchal hierarchies.14

And, finally, Salome is also named as one of the women dis-
ciples. Mark 15:40 and 16:1 place her at the crucifixion and as a 
witness of the resurrection of Jesus. Quite enigmatic, she has in-
spired many speculations about her identity. Early church tra-
dition and extracanonical literature would purport that she is 
either Jesus’s sister or the midwife who witnessed the birth of 
Jesus.15 Another legend asserts that Salome is the daughter of 
Herodias who danced for Herod, leading to the death of John the 
Baptist. If so, she demonstrates in her discipleship that characters 
can change. As F. Scott Spencer notes, “The bottom line resulting 
from Mark’s ‘composite and complex image’ of fallible followers 
is that ‘discipleship is both open-ended and demanding; follow-
ership is neither exclusive nor easy.’”16 
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One other supposition is that Salome may be the same person 
Matthew refers to as the mother of the sons of Zebedee (Matt 
27:56). If so, this is the first time she is named. Her discipleship 
could then be understood as a demonstration of the necessity of 
drinking from Jesus’s cup in overcoming her maternalistic am-
bition looking toward her own future heartache and the mar-
tyrdom of her sons (Matt 20:22).17 However, the text does not 
prescribe that Salome and the “mother of Zebedee’s sons” have 
to be the same person, nor does it dictate that she is not. The 
reality is that “many women” were present. One explanation for 
the difference between Mark and Matthew’s naming here may be 
“that Salome, though known by name to Mark’s readers, was not 
known to Matthew’s church.”18 Ultimately, the audience of that 
time would have understood that the inclusion of Salome’s name 
was a validation of the authority of her apostolic witness.

Significance of the women disciples

The phrase “many others” in Luke 8:3, and those mentioned in 
the crucifixion narratives of each gospel, indicate that the wom-
en disciples of Jesus were substantial. They were committed to 
travelling with him from Galilee to Jerusalem. Like the Twelve, 
they left the comforts of the familiar and the security of the tradi-
tions. Comparing Luke 6:13–16 and Luke 8:3, Bauckham states, 
“The principal point is what was said equally of the twelve and 
of the women: that they were ‘with’ Jesus as he traveled around 
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom of God.”19 Yet, the 
female disciples stand in sharp contrast at the cross to the male 
disciples who had scattered. The women continued to honor and 
serve Jesus as they prepared spices for his body upon burial. And 
the witness of the female disciples provides the connection from 
the cross, to the grave, and, ultimately, to the resurrection. Their 
own transformed lives connected them to Jesus and the kingdom 
in a powerfully liberating way that speaks volumes as to what 
Jesus would do related to women in ministry.

Each gospel writer expresses a particular nuance of the signifi-
cance of Jesus’s interaction with women in general, and/or specifi-
cally with the women disciples. Looking first at Matthew, we see 
some women are highlighted as models of service, faith, and love 
by their actions that certainly align with discipleship, although, 
in the first twenty-six chapters, there is no distinct evidence of 
women “called” as disciples.20 Matthew 27:51b–56 would suggest 
that the presence of the women who followed Jesus to the cross 
from Galilee implies their discipleship.21 But the greatest evidence 
of the women’s significance as disciples is that they are entrusted 
with the primary witness to the death, burial, and resurrection of 
Jesus.22 Bauckham notes that women receive revelation separate 
from the men at the resurrection. They receive it first. He explains, 
“The women’s priority is really a kind of positive discrimination 
that, by reversing the normally expected priority of one gender 
over the other, has the effect of ruling gender privilege out of the 
new order the resurrection appearances constitute.”23

Luke provides the most comprehensive view of the women 
disciples. While it may appear that their ministry is distinct and 
possibly less public than that of the men, it is no less ongoing and 
vital. Eventually, Luke’s gospel will show that the women have 
the same apostolic qualifications as the men. Luke provides a 

balanced view of male/female service, as Barbara Reid explains: 
“both women and men are fallible followers of Jesus; both wom-
en and men have gifts and qualifications to be engaged in the 
mission.”24 Luke conveys that, although they may be distinct in 
their service, the women are definitely part of the larger body of 
disciples that includes the Twelve who follow Jesus, as opposed 
to being simply a secondary support group. This inclusion prin-
ciple continues in the cross and resurrection accounts. Again, 
Luke records that the women report to the Eleven and the rest, 
he includes them in the testimony of the travelers on the road to 
Emmaus as “some of our women,” and most certainly they are a 
part of those in Luke 24:33 who are gathered with the Eleven in 
Jerusalem. Bauckham maintains that, therefore, they do not need 
a separate commissioning, since “they belong fully to the whole 
group of disciples Jesus commissions.”25 Finally, literary analysis 
of the placement of Luke 8 before the parable of the sower indi-
cates that Luke sees the women as those represented by the seed 
that fell on good ground.26 Of the four gospel writers, perhaps 
Luke is most in tune with the plight of women, as they are given 
greater prominence in his writings than in the other accounts.

For example, one has to look to Mark’s crucifixion, burial, and 
resurrection narratives for his best picture of the women disci-
ples. While he highlights their presence versus the men who are 
obviously absent, the oldest manuscripts of Mark end abruptly 
with the women actually running away in terror. Do they ignore 
the command of the angel to tell the others? Some scholars sug-
gest that this was only an initial reaction. Others suggest that 
their terror and silence speak to them falling back into their tra-
ditional roles as Jewish women. Furthermore, because they had 
lived a marginalized existence, silence may represent their most 
natural reaction.27 Yet, their fear at the end of this gospel account 
may actually point back to the beginning of Mark to show that 
there is no reason to fear, because Jesus has displayed within 
these women the power to heal, raise the dead, and set captives 
free. As Susan Miller comments, “He records accounts of women 
who live their lives in such a way that the kingdom of God is 
revealed in the earthly context.”28 Ultimately, women and men 
are contrasted in the Gospel of Mark to show a composite view of 
discipleship as having failures and successes. Women disturb the 
patriarchal honor and hierarchical authority, but, through their 
lives of service, they regenerate the community of faith.29 

In John’s gospel, women in general have a more archetypal 
presence, with Mary Magdalene being the archetype of female 
discipleship. Jesus’s mother represents the community of believ-
ers who live counterculturally. So, when Jesus, on the cross, tells 
John to take care of his mother, he is really reaffirming John’s re-
sponsibility to continue Jesus’s work of establishing the kingdom 
of God on earth.30 Mary Magdalene would be expected to share 
in that responsibility as indicated by her presence. Jesus’s desire is 
that the relationship he has had with women, built on trust, open-
ness, and respectful consideration of the other, be maintained as 
the ministry of the kingdom continues.31 Karen Thiessen states,

“We are left with an implicit commentary by John, who por-
trays women as active, innovative ministers of the Kingdom 
. . . the Johannine Jesus affirms them in roles that were unusual 
and often unacceptable within that culture. Jesus’s approach to 
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women was in such contrast to that of his culture that we can as-
sume a deliberate modeling of a new way of relating to women.”32

So, with respect to women, one might ask, “What is it that Jesus 
is doing in the gospels?” The answers are fairly straightforward, 
but have incredible reverberations in light of the cultural norms 
of his day. Jesus taught women and allowed them to participate in 
theological discussions. Jesus allowed women to travel with him 
and participate fully in his ministry as disciples, ultimately com-
missioning them as witnesses of his resurrection. Women were 
acknowledged by Jesus for their examples of servanthood, and 
Jesus affirmed their place in the kingdom as equal participants. 
Furthermore, without being demeaning or judgmental, he min-
istered compassionately to the needs of women. He treated men 
and women alike with respect to their shortcomings and encour-
aged them equally in their faith. Simply stated, Jesus talked to 
and befriended women. 

But all of this must be placed in its historical/cultural con-
text for one to begin to decipher how Jesus’s actions shattered the 
chains of the patriarchal systems of male dominance. Within the 
Jewish tradition of Jesus’s time, women were first and foremost 
considered to be the property of a man.33 They were typically ex-
cluded from any formal education, although some rabbis ignored 
the tradition and taught their daughters in private. Men and 
women ate separately, as conversations between the sexes were 
highly discouraged. The presence of women travelling with men 
was completely unprecedented.34 Counter to rabbinic tradition, 
Jesus freely associates with women. Jesus’s ministry clearly tran-
scends the limitations placed on women by the Jewish culture. 

The willingness of Jesus to accept women and to teach and 
train them as disciples was seen as quite revolutionary. He dem-
onstrates in his ministry that the kingdom of God did not operate 
according to the old patriarchal system, which tended to suppress 
women. As a social reformer, Jesus allowed women to expand and 
operate in new areas of giftedness, including leading, teaching, and 
serving together with their male counterparts. For those women 
and many women still today, the gospel message that Jesus repre-
sents is one of “liberation and equality.”35 One writer suggests that 
“Jesus, in contrast, showed little interest in direct action to modify 
social conditions of women—or of men, for that matter. Yet his 
teaching on adultery and divorce among other subjects, not only 
addressed moral issues in a radical way but in effect raised the 
level of women’s dignity and security.”36 Jesus’s primary concern 
was for the spiritual development of his disciples. For women, he 
taught that their true identity is found in God, not as the prop-
erty of men. He validated their apostolic witness, which allowed 
men and women to share as proclaimers of the good news.37 And 
through the utilization of women as teachers and preachers of the 
gospel, Jesus demonstrates that the kingdom of God is breaking in 
and that a new world order is now in operation. 

Therefore, as the kingdom of God is being realized daily here on 
earth, women and men are both called to share in the ministry as full 
participants. Their witness should speak to what it means to be re- 
created in the image of God with shared responsibility for serv-
ing each other and worshipping God through a life dedicated to 
obeying Jesus’s teachings. The lesson is the importance of mutual 

respect, compassion, kindness, and love that Jesus expects among 
his followers and between the sexes living as the children of God. 
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When I was a child, the Stations of the Cross were a big part of 
my experiences of Holy Week at my home parish. I am a very vi-
sual person, so I remember well the stations that were on display. 
They were carved from a light-colored wood and rendered in a 
very realistic and striking style.

Of these stations, one in particular always stood out to me, the 
sixth station: Veronica Wipes Jesus’s Face. Even as a child, I was 
deeply moved by Veronica’s compassion for the Lord. Her simple 
yet profound act of mercy in his greatest moment of need had an 
unforgettable quality to it. Little did I know that the Veronica leg-
end was so convoluted from a literary point of view and that it ex-
tended so profoundly into art, theology, and spiritual devotion.1

Earliest references

First things first:2 Veronica’s real name is Bernice or Beronikē in 
Greek, meaning “bearer of victory.” In addition to the Greek in-
terpretation of the name, there is ancient speculation such as that 
of Gerald of Wales or Giraldus Cambrensis (ca. 1146–1223), an 
archdeacon of Brecon (1175–1203) and medieval historian, in his 
Speculum ecclesiae (“Mirror of the church”; written ca. 1219), that 
claims that the name Veronica actually derives from the Latin 
vera (true) icon (image).3 Literally, in this way of thinking, the 
woman was named for the object she venerated, i.e., the image of 
Christ’s face. However, it is highly unlikely that this is true. Alvin 
Earle Ford, who is extremely conversant with the various incar-
nations of the Veronica legends, states that such an explanation 
“likely represents nothing more than an example of post-factum 
folk-etymologizing.” Ford prefers to believe that any one of the 
various Greek versions of her name could have been Latinized 
into Veronica without any reference to her ownership of the sa-
cred image.4 

However one interprets her name, her first literary appear-
ance is quite late, in a gospel-like text called the Acts of Pilate 
(a.k.a. the Gospel of Nicodemus)5 that recounts only the trial, 
death, and resurrection of Jesus. This text is variously dated from 
the mid-fourth to the fifth/sixth century,6 although there is evi-
dence that multiple (and different) documents circulated under 
this title from at least the second century.7

It is almost anticlimactic to note that our heroine, Beronikē, 
has only a cameo appearance in the Acts of Pilate. Her arrival on 
stage takes place during the trial of Jesus before Pilate. It will be 
helpful to provide here a sense of the larger context of the trial so 
we can better appreciate her role. 

When the enemies of Jesus—the chief priests, scribes, and 
various members of the council—appear before Pilate to pros-
ecute their case, their charges are numerous. They accuse him, 
saying, “We know that this one is the son of the carpenter Joseph 
and was born from Mary; yet he calls himself a son of God and 
a king. Moreover, he profanes the Sabbath and wants to destroy 
our ancestral law” (Acts of Pilate 1.1). Thus, we can see right away 
that their prosecution of Jesus will fall into three categories: (1) 

his parentage and (as the reader shall see) events surrounding his 
birth, (2) his claims to divine sonship and earthly kingship, and 
(3) the reasons why they feel Jesus has profaned the Sabbath and 
the threat he poses to the law.

In reply to their indictments, Pilate ignores the first two as-
pects and asks the accusers about Jesus’s desire to “destroy” their 
ancestral law. Their reply focuses on Jesus’s efforts as miracle 
worker, explaining to Pilate, “We have a law that no one may be 
healed on the Sabbath. But this one has performed evil deeds by 
healing the lame and crippled, the withered and the blind, the 
paralyzed, mute, and demon possessed on the Sabbath” (1.1). It is 
this focus on the healings of Jesus that will eventually bring our 
heroine, Beronikē, to the forefront of the trial. 

First, the narrative unfolds with Jesus’s enemies’ attempts 
to besmirch his character with charges that (1) he was born of 
fornication, (2) his birth led to the destruction of the infants in 
Bethlehem, and (3) his parents, Joseph and Mary, fled to Egypt. 
This is followed by a defense of Jesus’s family by twelve pious Jews 
(2.3–6). Next, the charges related to Jesus’s claims of divine son-
ship and kingship are investigated by Pilate (3.1–4.5).

Finally, the issue of Jesus’s activities as a miracle worker comes 
to the forefront, albeit in a way that seems to honor Jesus rather 
than discredit him. One by one, people from the crowd step for-
ward and testify to the miraculous actions of Jesus. First to tes-
tify is the paralytic who, upon being healed, took up his cot and 
walked (Acts of Pilate 6.1).8 Yet, the enemies of Jesus attempt to dis-
credit the value of this healing by noting that it was effected on the 
Sabbath. Next, in rapid succession come several others, such as the 
blind man who cried out to Jesus, “Have mercy on me, Son of Da-
vid.” Ostensibly, he is the “son of Timaeus” found in Mark 10:46–52 
(see Acts of Pilate 6.2). Testimony is then offered by the man with a 
crooked back9 and the leper10 (both in Acts of Pilate 6.2). 

Finally, after these four men testify, Beronikē steps forward 
and cries out in Jesus’s defense, “I had a flow of blood, and I 
touched the hem of his garment, and the flow of blood I had for 
twelve years was stopped” (Acts of Pilate 7). She is immediately 
discredited by Jesus’s enemies who state that Jewish law does not 
allow a woman to give witness in court. 

So, here we see that the legend of Beronikē begins with a nam-
ing, an identification of the woman with the hemorrhage known 
from Mark 5. We do not have the familiar wiping of Jesus’s face. 
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However, the components of that familiar story are present, at 
least in a seminal way (i.e., the woman and Jesus, blood, and a 
special focus on an article of clothing that becomes the conduit 
between the two). 

A legend begins to develop

The next phase of the story involves a later appendix to the Acts of 
Pilate, probably dating from the seventh or eighth century, called 
the Cura sanitatis Tiberii (The Cure of Tiberius).11 This is the old-
est form of a developed Veronica legend, although it is largely 
unrecognizable to modern Christians. 

Before proceeding, it should be stated clearly that this Latin 
episode has many variants, so a detailed summary of the course 
of the legend without explicit indication of at least some of the 
variations present within the manuscript traditions would be 
both misleading and inaccurate. Here, in light of space limita-
tions, I will outline the general plot of the story, giving a sense of 
its many variations without burdening the reader with too much 
detail.12 

We can say that the basic plot of the Cura sanitatis Tiberii be-
gins with the fact that an emperor (the identity of whom varies) 
or a close relative of an emperor is gravely ill. In the manuscript 
traditions that preserve an independent version of this legend, 
the sick person is the Emperor Tiberius, so we will proceed as 
if that is the identity of the sick man. The nature of the sickness 
varies wildly from manuscript to manuscript. Simply put, it is a 
serious illness, but not immediately life threatening, which will 
afford time for the journeys so essential to the plot’s unfolding.

Through hearsay or rumor, Tiberius learns of a physician 
named Jesus Christ who lives in the vicinity of Jerusalem. Some 
manuscripts suggest that it was Pilate himself (or even the Apos-
tle Peter) who made this information known to the emperor. 
Other manuscripts offer additional explanations.13 In many of 
the manuscripts, the emperor believes that Jesus is still alive. 
Therefore, he charges the envoy—in the majority of manuscripts 
a nobleman and priest named Volusianus—to find this Jesus and 
bring him to Rome.14 

Upon his appearance in Jerusalem, Volusianus learns from 
Pontius Pilate that he has arrived too late: Jesus has been cruci-
fied. However, according to witnesses, he has risen from the dead. 
With regard to these claims, Volusianus proceeds to hear testi-
mony—here again, the manuscript traditions vary considerably as 
to the number of those consulted and the identities of those inter-
viewed. Examples include such notables as Pilate himself, Joseph 
of Arimathea, and men who witnessed the ascension. Typically, 
Pilate is punished for his involvement in the death of Jesus.15

The manuscripts are largely in agreement over what happens 
next. Volusianus encounters a lad named Marcius, who tells him 
about a woman named Veronica whom Jesus healed of a hemor-
rhage some three years prior. (Note again the identification of 
Veronica as the woman with the hemorrhage.) Marcius explains 
that Veronica has in her possession a portrait of Jesus that she 
herself had painted while Jesus was still alive, because of her es-
teem for him. We should note here that, at this point in the devel-

opment of the legend, the portrait is not yet rendered on cloth. In 
addition, there is no connection between this image and Jesus’s 
passion, as we modern Christians take for granted when we think 
of the story of St. Veronica.

Volusianus summons Veronica and demands to see the por-
trait. At first, Veronica denies that she possesses such an object, 
but, eventually, she admits that she has it. A particularly interest-
ing facet of the manuscript traditions here is the variety of ways 
that Volusianus is presented as dealing with Veronica, ranging 
from his use of gentle persuasion, to his issuing rather heavy-
handed threats, to, in one tradition, his decision to employ tor-
ture until Veronica gives up the portrait.

Volusianus brings Veronica and her portrait with him to 
Rome. In some manuscript traditions, Pilate comes along too, 
while in others he drops out of the narrative, sometimes as part 
of his punishment for his crimes. Once in Rome, Veronica is in-
troduced to Tiberius. The emperor asks to see the portrait, and 
Veronica consents. Upon seeing the image of Christ, Tiberius 
falls to the ground, worships the image, and is healed. In some 
variants, a profession of faith in Jesus Christ follows. In others, 
Veronica is rewarded lavishly. The final details of the story, decid-
edly less important (such as the fate of the emperor), vary greatly 
from manuscript to manuscript.

Another steppingstone of sorts in the history of the Veronica 
legend is an early eighth-century text called the Vindicta Salvato-
ris (The Vengeance of the Savior).16 This text uses the Cura sani-
tatis Tiberii as a primary source. The author of the Vindicta Sal-
vatoris retells much of the story of Volusianus and Veronica that 
we know from the Cura sanitatis Tiberii, but makes some impor-
tant changes. In this variant, Volusianus confronts Veronica and 
asks for the portrait of Jesus (vultum domini, literally “the coun-
tenance of the Lord” in Latin). Veronica refuses and is tortured 
until she hands it over. Volusianus boards a ship and returns to 
Rome. Veronica is unbowed. She abandons all her possessions 
and family and boards Volusianus’s ship. Volusianus confronts 
her, asking, “Woman, whom are you seeking?” Veronica’s re-
sponse is haunting. She declares, “In truth, I am looking for (the 
image of) my Lord that the Lord gave to me, not for my merits 
but out of his mercy, and which you have taken away from me 
against the law—just as the Jews had taken Christ, whom neither 
you nor your people have seen, from the world. Even though I 
have deserved ill, hand back to me my Lord! And if you do not 
hand him back to me, I will not release him until I see where 
they have laid him down. And I will worship him as long as I live 
because my redeemer himself lives, and on the last day I shall see 
my God, my savior.” What is striking here is Veronica’s identifica-
tion of the portrait with the Lord. As with an actual icon, Christ is 
mystically present for Veronica in the portrait. She vows to follow 
the Lord in the icon wherever he may be taken, stopping only 
when she sees where the portrait will be housed. 

What happens next is even more intriguing. As Veronica’s sons 
and daughters weep over her departure, she states, “Daughters of 
Jerusalem, do not weep for me but for yourselves, and weep for 
your daughters. For have you never heard God saying, ‘Every-
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one who has left everything for the name of Christ will receive a 
hundredfold and will possess eternal life?’” Here, the author has 
placed a combination of two sayings, attributed by the gospels to 
Jesus, on Veronica’s lips. The first, pertaining to the “daughters of 
Jerusalem,” comes from Luke 23:28. The second, dealing with leav-
ing everything for Christ and a subsequent hundredfold reward, 
is found in Mark 10:29–30. For our purposes, I want to focus on 
the first of these. 

Veronica’s use of Luke 23:28 is particu-
larly striking in that it represents the first 
time Veronica is associated with the pas-
sion of the Lord. Even more importantly, 
by using this particular saying of Jesus, 
the figure of Veronica is linked essentially 
with those gospel traditions associated with Jesus’s carrying of his 
cross. Simply stated, this literary “moment” is the first time the 
character of Veronica is connected with the exact “place” she will 
eventually come to occupy in sacred tradition.

Further pious detail is added to the Veronica legend by a 
German poem entitled Dit is Veronica, written circa 1160.17 This 
poem tells another version of how the image of Jesus’s face came 
to be in Veronica’s possession. In this poem, Veronica commis-
sions Luke to paint a portrait of Jesus. However, Luke’s attempt 
does not satisfy Veronica because, when she compares it to Jesus, 
she finds that it does not resemble him. Apologetic, Luke tries 
again, to no avail. Luke tries yet a third time, but experiences no 
success. Finally, Jesus explains that only in heaven is his true like-
ness known. Oddly, Jesus asks Veronica to invite him to dinner. 
Once seated at the table, Jesus washes his face and dries it with a 
towel. Miraculously, Jesus’s features are impressed into the cloth! 
It should be noted that, by this point in the legend’s development, 
the image is described explicitly as appearing on a piece of cloth. 
There might be a temptation to assume that this marks the first 
explicit indication that the image was rendered on cloth. That is 
difficult to say with certainty. Identifying the first literary appear-
ance of Jesus’s image on a cloth is a difficult thing indeed. 

As an illustration of the sheer complexity of this question, I 
would direct the reader to the work of Mary Swan.18 In her very in-
teresting essay, Swan discusses two Old English manuscripts found 
in Cambridge: (1) University Library Ii. 2. 11 (CUL) and (2) Corpus 
Christi College 196 (Corpus), both copies of the Vindicta Salvatoris 
and both dating from the third quarter of the eleventh century.19 
Swan notes that both manuscripts share an intriguing variation of 
the Veronica legend: they understand the image of Jesus to be im-
printed on a piece of Jesus’s own garment and not merely on her 
veil or a random piece of cloth! Swan states that there 

are strong indicators that the Veronica legend in eleventh-
century England had a distinct twist: the CUL and Corpus 
texts show a connection being made between the image of 
Christ which Veronica possesses and a piece of his garment. 
. . . The tantalising possibility which these examples reveal is 
that by the eleventh century, there exists a distinctive, early, 
Old English tradition in which Veronica is already associated 

with an image of Christ’s face which is not painted, but which 
is on a piece of cloth from a garment—a configuration very 
close to the story of her wiping his face with her veil, whose 
introduction scholars have dated to as late as the fourteenth 
century.20 

To Swan’s comments, I would add that, in light of the fact that Ve-
ronica is consistently associated with the hemorrhaging woman 

of Mark 5 and the connections associ-
ated with Jesus’s garment in that story, it 
is poignant that Jesus is depicted as, once 
again, giving himself to Veronica through 
his garment. The analogy of the garment 
to the flesh, with all of the significance that 

this implies for Christian eucharistic theology, is ripe for theologi-
cal reflection.

Developments in the Middle Ages

Yet another variant of exactly how Veronica came into possession 
of an image of Jesus is provided in the famous medieval work 
written by the Dominican Jacobus de Voragine (a.k.a. Giacomo 
de Varrazze, ca. 1229–1298). Jacobus wrote a work called the Leg-
enda Sanctorum (Legend of the Saints) which is better known 
as the Legenda Aurea (Golden Legend). This text, dating from 
around 1260, was arguably one of the most popular religious 
works of the medieval period. The Golden Legend is a collection 
of pious hagiography, written as a helpful aide for priests and 
preachers with the intention of providing a ready source of edify-
ing materials on a large selection of saints so as to enrich sermons 
and catechesis.21

In the section entitled, “The Passion of Our Lord,” Jacobus 
de Voragine has Veronica explain to Volusianus exactly how she 
obtained Jesus’s image. She states, “When the Teacher was go-
ing about preaching and I, to my regret, could not be with him, I 
wanted to have his picture painted so that when I was deprived of 
his presence, I could at least have the solace of his image. So one 
day I was carrying a piece of linen to the painter when I met Jesus, 
and he asked me where I was going. I told him what my errand 
was. He asked for the cloth I had in my hand, pressed it to his ven-
erable face, and left his image on it. If your master looks devoutly 
upon this image, he will at once be rewarded by being cured.” 

This variant, involving a cloth image of Jesus, is interesting 
indeed. Personally, I am led to ask about where (or if) Jacobus 
found this story in his source materials. In attempting to answer 
this question, I learned that we do know that, in presenting his 
story of Veronica, Jacobus relied on an earlier text called Mors Pi-
lati (“The Death of Pilate”), which in turn represents only the final 
portion of a larger Latin life of Pilate called the Historia Apocry-
pha, written in the eleventh or twelfth century.22 This Mors Pilati 
(i.e., the final section of the Historia Apocrypha) features a story 
virtually identical to that which we encounter in “The Passion of 
Our Lord” by Jacobus de Voragine.23 While we must admit that 
this element of the Veronica story (i.e., the cloth) did not origi-
nate with Jacobus, we can state without hesitation that he played 

The analogy of the garment to the 
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that this implies for Christian eucharistic 

theology, is ripe for theological reflection.
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a key role in promulgating the idea of Jesus’s image being located 
on a cloth.24

As a final point on the Legenda Aurea, we can assert that, in 
this telling by Jacobus de Voragine, there is no connection be-
tween Veronica’s image and Jesus’s passion.25 Rather, it is clear 
that Jesus gives Veronica this image when he was engaged in his 
earthly ministry.

To the best of my knowledge, it seems that the initial ex-
pression of the idea that Veronica received her famous image 
of Christ during the midst of Jesus’s passion (at least in a liter-
ary source) was made in a French work written circa 1230. The 
title of this work is the Estoire del Saint Graal (The History of the 
Holy Grail). It is one volume of a larger five-volume work called 
the Lancelot-Grail or Vulgate Cycle. The Estoire del Saint Graal is 
attributed to Robert de Boron, who is said to have authored an 
early Grail legend, Joseph d’Arimathie (ca. 1200), but de Boron’s 
authorship of the Estoire del Saint Graal is decidedly uncertain. 

In the Estoire del Saint Graal, the familiar story of Veronica, 
Volusianus, and Tiberius is changed. In this version, it is the Em-
peror Titus who seeks healing for his son, Vespasian.26 In our 
story, Vespasian is suffering from leprosy, and Titus is desper-
ate to help him. Hearing about the emperor’s son, a knight from 
Capernaum comes forward who relates how a prophet in Judea 
healed him of leprosy when he was only a child. The knight re-
lates how this “prophet” was killed by the Jews, but tells Vespa-
sian that he believes that, if they could only get hold of something 
this prophet touched, that object could effect a healing.

Encouraged by this hope, Titus asks the knight to go and find 
such an object. The knight obliges and goes to Jerusalem. Once 
there, he encounters the Roman governor of Judea and Syria, Fe-
lix, and enlists Felix to aid him in his quest. Under the knight’s 
imperial authority, Felix announces that anyone in the land who 
has an object that was touched by Jesus should bring it forward. 
Anyone found to be hiding such an object from the Roman au-
thorities is to be executed if their treachery is discovered. 

Only one person comes forward in response to Felix’s threats, 
an old woman named Veronica. She brings Felix a piece of cloth 
she has venerated since the Lord’s crucifixion. She explains to Fe-
lix, “My lord, on the day that the Holy Prophet was led away to 
be crucified, I passed before Him carrying a piece of cloth to sell. 
He called me and beseeched me to lend Him this cloth to wipe 
His face, which was dripping with sweat. After He had done so, 
I folded the cloth and took it home. And when I unfolded it, I 
found Jesus’ face as clear as if it had been painted on a wall. Since 
then I have kept it, and no matter how sick I have been, once I 
looked at it, I was completely healed.”27 

A similar tradition is found at the beginning of the fourteenth 
century (i.e., ca. 1300) in Roger d’Argenteuil’s Bible en françois. 
The text in question has been translated into Middle English. I 
have added modern spellings of certain words in brackets in the 
interest of making the passage more readable. The text states, 

Then þere [there] went toforn [before] oure Lord an holi 
woman callid [called] Veronica, þat [that] bare a couerchif to 

selle at the cheping [market]. And when she saugh [saw] oure 
Lord so foule [foully] brought and vilanously, she made gret 
[great] sorou and wepid [wept] and toke him the couerchif 
and seid, “Iesu, . . . I am right sory of this martirdom þat [that] 
thou suffrist without reson. But hold this couerchif and wipe 
awey the swet and the blood from thi [thy] blissid [blessed] 
visage.” And so he did. And there withall sodeinly was the vis-
age of oure Lord purtraied [portrayed] in the couerchif as like 
it had ben his said visage fleishly. And than oure Lord toke to 
Veronica hir couerchif ageyn [again] and bad [bade] hir that 
she shuld kepe it wele, for it shal hele [heal] many sekenessis 
[sicknesses].28

Along the Via Dolorosa

At this point, our thoughts on the legend of St. Veronica must 
turn to how she came to play a role in the Stations of the Cross, 
the primary way modern Christians have encountered her. 

Bonaventure A. Brown, writing on “Stations of the Cross” in 
the New Catholic Encyclopedia (second edition),29 explains that 
the first coherently related stations outside of Palestine were cre-
ated at the church of San Stefano in Bologna in the fifth century. 
However, the piety of the stations really took off in the twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries as knights who had visited the impor-
tant holy places related to Jesus’s trial, execution, and death in 
Jerusalem returned home from the crusades. 

In 1342, the Franciscans were given custody over key holy sites 
in Jerusalem. This was vital to the growth in popularity of the 
stations as the Franciscans promoted devotion to both the sites 
themselves and the passion of Jesus. The spiritual devotion of the 
stations was introduced into Franciscan monasteries and friary 
chapels, and this eventually spread to parish churches. It should 
be noted, however, that the number of the stations has var-
ied greatly, from only five stations in the previously mentioned 
church of San Stefano to twenty or thirty or even more stations!

As one might imagine, with such variation in the number of 
stations, the subjects represented (i.e., the moments in Christ’s 
life) varied greatly throughout the centuries. For example, the 
number of Jesus’s falls on his way to Golgotha varied from one 
to as many as seven. Further, famous gospel scenes such as the 
“Ecce homo!” (“Behold the man!”) exchange between Pilate and 
Jesus were ancient staples in the stations, but have since fallen 
out of use. For our purposes, we can note that the presence of 
St. Veronica in the stations is a relatively recent addition.30 This 
should hardly surprise us, given the liquidity of the traditions re-
lated to her.

The Polish historian and artist Ewa Kuryluk indicates in her 
1991 study, Veronica and Her Cloth: History, Symbolism, and Struc-
ture of a “True” Image, that St. Veronica’s presence in the stations 
can be dated at least to the late fifteenth century. This conclusion 
is based on information found in the itinerary of the English pro-
fessor William Wey, written to detail his pilgrimages to Jerusalem 
in 1458 and again in 1462. In particular, I refer to a portion of 
his first itinerary (from 1458) entitled Loca Sancta in stacionibus 
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Jerusalem. In this section, Wey lists a total of two sets of stations 
in Jerusalem (the first of which lists twenty-three and the sec-
ond lists twenty-two). The sixth station of Wey’s first list is ab-
breviated “sudar” (for sudarium, referring to Veronica’s veil) and 
notes, “locus ubi vidua sive Veronica posuit sudarium super faciem 
Christi”31 (This is the place where the 
widowed Veronica touched her veil 
to the face of Christ). Kuryluk states 
that, according to Wey, “at station 
number six pilgrims were shown the 
house of Veronica, standing next to 
that of Pilate, in front of which Jesus 
broke down under the burden of his cross. No doubt, they were 
also told about blood and sweat streaming from Jesus’ face, and 
about an admirable woman rushing out with her veil, handker-
chief, napkin, or apron to assist the Lord.”32

Conclusions

Obviously, there is more to the story. There always is when it 
comes to Christian tradition, but we have accomplished our lim-
ited goal of tracing the evolution of the legend of St. Veronica. 
Perhaps there is one final thing to consider: Why does the legend 
of St. Veronica resonate with us so? I leave you with my thoughts 
on the matter.

As a Christian, I look to Jesus as the model for my life. How-
ever, if the truth be told, I must confess that I am horrified at his 
death. If ever there was a good and honest person who walked 
this planet, it was Jesus. He was absolutely selfless, known for 
giving to those in need and for speaking the truth regardless of 
whether or not that truth was convenient. Yet, for all he did for 
others, he was shamefully treated and disposed of as if he were 
not even human. What seems even worse to me is how so many 
of his closest friends betrayed, denied, and abandoned him when 
he needed them most (see Mark 14). This ugly truth seems almost 
inconceivable.

In my darkest moments, when my faith is most profoundly 
challenged, I comfort myself by telling myself that I would not have 
abandoned my Lord, that, as his friend, I would have stayed with 
him. However, I am deeply troubled by the fact that all of his disci-
ples told him the same thing (Mark 14:27–31). Deep down, I know 
that, despite my best intentions, I cannot know what I will do until 
that moment of trial—and so I pray to be ready for that moment. 

I look to Veronica as a sign of hope. Whether Veronica is a 
literary creation or an actual historical woman, she represents the 
very best in us. She represents the part of us that finds the grace 
to remain firm in great distress. She is the part of us that is open 
to the grace that comes to us when we need it most. She repre-
sents the ability in each of us to act as Jesus would act in a given 
situation, the ability to be a vera icon of Jesus Christ in this world, 
a new Veronica. 

Notes

1. Related to the evolution of the legends about the woman Veron-
ica are devotional practices associated with the image itself, whether 

a particular image known as the sudarium (a sweat cloth or handker-
chief) housed in Rome and promoted by Pope Innocent III (1198–1216), 
thought to be the authentic Veronica, or the myriad copies made for 
local churches or personal devotion. See Laura Katrine Skinnebach, 
“‘The solace of his image’: Images and Presence in Late Medieval De-
votional Practice,” in Instruments of Devotion: The Practices and Objects 

of Religious Piety from the Late Middle 
Ages to the 20th Century, ed. Henning 
Laugerud and idem (Aarhus, Denmark: 
Aarhus University Press, 2007), 189–207. 
Regarding artistic and aesthetic aspects 
of the Veronica images, see Jeffery F. 
Hamburger, “Vision and the Veronica,” 
in idem, The Visual and the Visionary: 

Art and Female Spirituality in Late Medieval Germany (New York, NY: 
Zone Books, 1998), 317–82. Hamburger’s collection of pictures of the Ve-
ronica dating largely from the fifteenth century and his accompanying 
discussion is absolutely magnificent. I also highly recommend Gerhard 
Wolf, “From Mandylion to Veronica: Picturing the ‘Disembodied’ Face 
and Disseminating the True Image of Christ in the Latin West,” in The 
Holy Face and the Paradox of Representation: Papers from a Colloquium 
Held at the Bibliotheca Hertziana, Rome and the Villa Spelman, Florence, 
1996, ed. Herbert L. Kessler and idem (Villa Spelman Colloquia 6; Bo-
logna: Nuova Alfa Editoriale, 1998), 153–79; and Jean-Michel Maldamé, 
“L’image de dévotion dans la vie chrétienne,” Recherches Philosophiques 
1 (2005): 75–100.

2. I have deliberately chosen not to begin my discussion with what 
Alvin Earle Ford has called “the biblical tradition,” i.e., gospel texts such 
as Matt 9:20–22 (the healing of the woman with a hemorrhage), Luke 
23:27–28 (Jesus’s encounter with weeping women along the Via Dolo-
rosa), and Mark 15:40–41 (unnamed women at the crucifixion). None 
of these texts expressly mentions her, and there is no reason to link the 
woman healed of a hemorrhage with the women who witness the cru-
cifixion (La Vengeance de Nostre-Seigneur: The Old and Middle French 
Prose Versions; The Version of Japheth [Studies and Texts 63; Toronto, 
Canada: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1984], 3–5). Likewise, I 
will not analyze the Abgar legend, thought by some scholars (e.g., Ford, 
La Vengeance, 9–11) to have a significant influence. It is first found in 
a simple form in Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History (fourth century), 1.13 
(cf. also 2.1.6–7) and also in the Syriac Teaching of Addai (early 5th cen-
tury). Eusebius relates how Abgar writes to Jesus and asks him to come 
and heal him (1.13.1–5). Jesus replies via letter, promising to send one of 
his disciples. After the resurrection, Thomas sends Thaddeus, one of the 
seventy apostles (Luke 10), to Edessa. Eusebius tells us that he has a Syr-
iac document from the archives in Edessa. He then provides transcripts 
of the two letters as well as an extended extract from this Syriac source 
recounting Thaddeus’s work in Edessa. The Syriac version found in the 
Teaching of Addai includes the pious detail that the man who delivered 
Abgar’s letter to Jesus, Hanan the archivist, after meeting with Jesus and 
hearing his reply to Abgar, “took and painted the portrait of Jesus with 
choice pigments, since he was the king’s artist, and brought it with him 
to his lord King Abgar” (George Howard, trans., The Teaching of Addai, 
Texts and Translations 16 [Early Christian Literature Series 4; Chico, CA: 
Scholars, 1981], 9–10). According to John Oliver Hand, this portrait has a 
rather intriguing history of its own: “A relic associated with this legend 
and known as the Mandylion was taken from Edessa to Constantinople 
in 944; there it became the type of numerous distinctive images of the 
face produced in all the artistic mediums of the Byzantine tradition. 
The Edessa Mandylion was supposedly sold to St. Louis, removed to the 
Sainte-Chapelle in Paris by 1241, and presumably destroyed during the 
French Revolution” (“Salve sancta facies: Some Thoughts on the Iconog-
raphy of the Head of Christ by Petrus Christus,” Metropolitan Museum 
Journal 27 [1992]: 10). See Han J. W. Drijvers, “The Image of Edessa in 
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the Syriac Tradition,” in Herbert L. Kessler and Gerhard Wolf, eds., The 
Holy Face and the Paradox of Representation: Papers from a Colloquium 
Held at the Bibliotheca Hertziana, Rome and the Villa Spelman, Florence, 
1996 (Villa Spelman Colloquia 6; Bologna: Nuova Alfa Editoriale, 1998), 
13–31. The Abgar legend and the Veronica legend seem to have devel-
oped along parallel tracks during much the same period, but I remain 
uncertain as to relational ties between them. See also Ford, La Vengeance 
de Nostre-Seigneur (1984), 9–10.

3. In Speculum ecclesiae 6, Gerald of Wales discusses the legends as-
sociated with both the Uronica and the Veronica. Gerald explains that 
the Uronica is a painted portrait of Jesus rendered (amid much trial 
and error) by Luke after Jesus’s resurrection at the behest of his mother, 
Mary. According to Gerald, this painting was subsequently covered in 
gold and silver and is housed in the Lateran at Rome. He then discusses 
the Veronica (the “true image” which he claims is housed at St. Peter’s 
in Rome) and Veronica herself, whom Gerald calls a “matron,” not-
ing how she is the same woman healed of a flow of blood. In addition, 
Gerald describes how Veronica had long desired to see the Lord, how 
she encountered him coming from the temple, and that the Lord took 
her veil and wiped his face with it, leaving behind the impression of his 
countenance. (There is no indication that this encounter has anything 
to do with Jesus’s crucifixion.) Gerald explains the verbal connection 
between the name of the matron and the actual image: “Dicunt autem 
quidam vocabulo alludentes, Veronicam dici, quasi veram iconiam, id 
est, imaginem veram” (So they said, making a pun about her name, “Call 
her Veronica, from ‘true icon’ [veram iconiam], because it is a true im-
age”). Latin text from J. S. Brewer, James F. Dimock, and George F. War-
ner, eds., Giraldi Cambrensis, Opera, Rolls Series 21 (London: Longman, 
Green, Longman, and Roberts, 1861–91), 4.278–79. In finding this refer-
ence in Gerald of Wales, I am in the debt of Dr. Edward Coleman of the 
University College in Dublin. 

4. Ford, La Vengeance, 8–9. 
5. Quotations from the Acts of Pilate are taken from Bart D. Ehrman 

and Zlatko Pleše, The Apocryphal Gospels: Texts and Translations (Ox-
ford: Oxford University Press, 2011). Beyond the brief introduction by 
Ehrman and Pleše (419–23), an extremely helpful introduction to the 
Gospel of Nicodemus is Zbigniew Izydorczyk’s “Introduction,” in The Me-
dieval Gospel of Nicodemus: Texts, Intertexts, and Contexts in Western 
Europe, ed. idem, Medieval & Renaissance Texts & Studies 158 (Tempe, 
AZ: Medieval and Renaissance Texts and Studies, 1997), 1–19. A particu-
larly intriguing facet of Izydorczyk’s discussion is the level of respect, 
almost to the point of veneration, given the Gospel of Nicodemus vis-à-
vis the canonical texts by Latin scribes and editors and the vernacular 
translators; see especially pp. 12–13.

6. For example, Hans-Josef Klauck dates the Acts of Pilate 1–16 to 
“the first decades of the fourth century” (Apocryphal Gospels: An Intro-
duction [London: T & T Clark International, 2003], 91). Ehrman and 
Pleše hold a similar opinion, with the proviso that “given the extensive 
variation in the textual tradition of the text, it is also possible that there 
were multiple forms of the tradition circulating in different times and 
places” (Apocryphal Gospels, 420). On the other hand, J. K. Elliott re-
gards what he calls “the general consensus” as dating the Acts of Pilate 
to “the fifth-sixth century.” Sadly, he does not indicate which authors in 
his bibliography hold such a view (The Apocryphal New Testament: A 
Collection of Apocryphal Christian Literature in an English Translation 
Based on M. R. James [Oxford: Clarendon, 1999], 165). Perhaps, he is 
making reference to G. C. O’Ceallaigh, one author he cites who holds 
to a sixth-century dating (at the earliest). O’Ceallaigh, who calls the text 
the Commentaries of Nicodemus, argues for a terminus post quem of 555 
based on internal evidence (“Dating the Commentaries of Nicodemus,” 
Harvard Theological Review 56 [1963]: 49–58). 

7. The earliest known indication that such a document might exist 
(and this is far from certain) is two brief references by Justin in 1 Apol-

ogy 35.9 and 48.3. In 35.9, Justin states, “And that these things happened 
you can learn from the Acts Recorded under Pontius Pilate (ek tōn epi 
Pontiou Pilotou gegomenōn aktōn).” The exact same phrase appears in 
48.3. In both places, Justin renders the Latin actum in Greek (aktōn). 
For the Greek text, see Denis Minns and Paul Parvis, Justin, Philosopher 
and Martyr: Apologies (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 176–77 
and 202–03. Personally, I see nothing in the references of Justin to con-
vince me that he knew of a story as we now have it in the Acts of Pilate. 
Other early references are found in Tertullian (Apology 5 and 21). Ch. 5 
refers to Tiberius receiving “intelligence from Palestine of events which 
had clearly shown the truth of Christ’s divinity,” and ch. 21 reiterates 
this, noting how Pilate sent word of Jesus Christ to Tiberius. Eusebius 
in Ecclesiastical History 9.5.1 (see also 9.7.1) speaks about a forged work 
entitled the Acts of Pilate written during the reign of Maximinus II (as 
Caesar in the East, 305–308, Augustus in the East, 310–312). Finally, there 
is evidence of a Christian Acts of Pilate in Epiphanius of Salamis, Pan-
arion 50.1.5–8. See Felix Scheidweiler, “The Gospel of Nicodemus, Acts of 
Pilate and Christ’s Descent into Hell,” in New Testament Apocrypha, vol. 
1, Gospels and Related Writings, ed. W. Schneemelcher (Philadelphia, PA: 
Westminster, 1963), 444–48. 

8. This person seems to be a conflation between the paralytic of 
Mark 2:1–12 and a similar story in John 5:1–9. When we compare Acts 
of Pilate 6.1 with the two gospel stories, we see that the man who testi-
fies to Jesus’s healing of his paralysis states that that he had suffered in 
great pain for thirty-eight years; John 5:5 specifies that the man had been 
paralyzed for thirty-eight years. On the other hand, the man in Acts of 
Pilate 6.1 mentions how “several young men” carried him and his pallet 
to Jesus (cf. Mark 2:3–4), while John notes specifically that the paralytic 
had no one to help him (5:7).

9. It appears that this is a mistaken reference to Jesus’s Sabbath heal-
ing of the woman with the crooked back (Luke 13:10–17). This error may 
be intentional, given the deliberate exclusion of Beronikē’s testimony 
based on her gender.

10. The story of Jesus’s miraculous healing of a leper appears in Matt 
8:1–4, Mark 1:40–45, and Luke 5:12–16.

11. The general dating of seventh or eighth century is suggested by 
Ehrman and Pleše (Apocryphal Gospels, 537–38). On the other hand, 
Izydorczyk is more precise with regard to its provenance, locating its 
composition in northern Italy, but less certain as to its dating, placing it 
sometime between the fifth and eighth centuries (“Introduction,” 8). For 
additional discussion, see Izydorczyk, “The Evangelium Nicodemi in the 
Latin Middle Ages,” in The Medieval Gospel of Nicodemus, ed. idem, 57–
59; and Thomas N. Hall, “The Euangelium Nichodemi and Vindicta salu-
atoris in Anglo Saxon England,” in Two Old English Apocrypha and their 
Manuscript Source: “The Gospel of Nichodemus” and “The Avenging of the 
Saviour,” ed. J. E. Cross, Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon England 19 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 36–81, esp. 62–64.

12. I am indebted to Alvin Earle Ford’s concise description of the 
voluminous variations in the manuscript traditions. See La Vengeance 
de Nostre-Seigneur: The Old and Middle French Prose Versions, the Cura 
sanitatis Tiberii (The Mission of Volusian), the Nathanis Judaei legatio 
(Vindicta salvatoris), Studies and Texts 115 (Toronto, ON: Pontifical In-
stitute of Mediaeval Studies, 1993), 7–18. 

13. Ford, La Vengeance, 10. 
14. In some manuscripts, the Romans are aware that Jesus has been 

executed, and the emperor charges the envoy to bring a disciple or, in 
one variant, Veronica herself. See Ford, La Vengeance, 11–12. 

15. Izydorczyk, “The Evangelium Nicodemi,” 57–58.
16. Dating suggested by Izydorczyk, who suggests southern Gaul as 

a possible place of composition (“Introduction,” 8). Ehrman and Pleše 
generally concur with his dating (Apocryphal Gospels, 538). The excerpt 
that follows is their translation. 
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17. Heidi J. Hornik, Michele Tosini and the Ghirlandaio Workshop in 
Cinquecento Florence (East Sussex: Sussex Academic, 2009), 12–13.

18. Mary Swan, “Remembering Veronica in Anglo-Saxon England,” 
in Writing Gender and Genre in Medieval Literature: Approaches to Old 
and Middle English Texts, ed. Elaine Treharne and Greg Walker (Cam-
bridge: Brewer, 2002), 19–39. 

19. Swan, “Remembering Veronica,” 25. 
20. Swan, “Remembering Veronica,” 31. These textual variants can 

be found in J. E. Cross, ed., Two Old English Apocrypha and their Manu-
script Source, 270–73 and 280–81.

21. Eamon Duffy describes the complexity of the construction of the 
Golden Legend and states, “the Legenda was never intended as straight-
forward devotional reading for the ordinary layman, although it would 
eventually be adapted for just such use. It was essentially a handbook 
for preachers, a quarry from which material could be extracted, to be 
presented more palatably and discursively in the pulpit” (“Introduction 
to the 2012 edition,” in Jacobus de Voragine, The Golden Legend, Read-
ings on the Saints, 2nd ed., trans. William Granger Ryan [Princeton, NJ: 
Princeton University Press, 2012], xiii–xiv). All quotations from this text 
are taken from this edition. For an interesting (if somewhat anachro-
nistic) analysis of the reasons behind the popularity of the Legenda Au-
rea, see Sherry L. Reames, The Legenda Aurea: A Reexamination of Its 
Paradoxical History (Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985), 
esp. 197–209. Reames recognizes the Golden Legend’s extreme popular-
ity among clerics and laity alike, pointing to the “hundreds of surviv-
ing manuscripts” (197). Reames notes that clergymen of the fourteenth 
and fifteenth centuries preferred the Legenda to its rival legendaries “by 
a margin of about forty to one” (198). She builds on the work of An-
dré Vauchez (La sainteté en Occident aux derniers siècles du Moyen Age 
d’après les procès de canonisation et les documents hagiographiques, Bib-
liothèque des Ecoles françaises d’Athènes et de Rome 241 [Rome: École 
française de Rome, 1981]), describing how selecting candidates for saint-
hood after 1270 was influenced strongly by a conservative elite among 
the clergy deeply concerned that “the cult of the saints had begun to fos-
ter a democratic conception of the church instead of a hierarchical one” 
(202). Reames argues that “the Legenda’s popularity among the clergy 
must have been based on political expediency” (203). She further notes 
the lack of available options, stating, “most laymen had no opportunity 
whatever to choose between the Legenda and the alternative books in 
the genre” (204). Reames’s ideas, while in many ways absolutely plau-
sible, impose modern standards of ecclesial and social equality on the 
fourteenth and fifteenth centuries that may not have been possible for 
the clergy and laity to conceive, let alone choose, given their educational 
and cultural situations.

22. Ehrman and Pleše (Apocryphal Gospels, 559) argue this, relying 
on Jacques-Noël Pérès (“Mort de Pilate,” in Écrits apocryphes chrétiens, 
ed. Pierre Geoltrain and Jean-Daniel Kaestli [Paris: Gallimard, 2005], 
2.402–403). Pérès points to Jacobus’s comments regarding his source 
material for the stories concerning Pilate: “what follows is what we read 
in a history, admittedly apocryphal (in quadam historia licet apocrypha), 
concerning the origin and punishment of Pilate” (Jacobus de Voragine, 
The Golden Legend, Readings on the Saints, 211). 

23. The variant of the story of how Veronica acquired the image of 
Jesus from Mors Pilati is as follows: “When my Lord went about preach-
ing and I was, very much against my will, deprived of his presence, I 
wished to have his image painted for me, that when I was deprived of 
his presence, at least the figure of his image might give me some solace. 
As I was taking a linen-cloth to the painter to paint it, my Lord met me 
and inquired where I was heading. When I disclosed to him the rea-
son for my journey, he asked me for the kerchief and handed it back to 
me printed with the image of his venerable face. Therefore, if your lord 
will devoutly behold the sight of this, he will immediately obtain the 
benefit of health” (Ehrman and Pleše, Apocryphal Gospels, 563, 565). In 

further clarifying the sources employed by Jacobus de Voragine, Pérès 
states, in agreement with Joachim Knape, that the author of the Historia 
Apocrypha “has obviously seen and transformed the Vengeance of the 
Savior” (“Mort de Pilate,” 403). See Knape, “Die ‘Historia apocrypha’ der 
‘Legenda aurea,’” in Zur Deutung von Geschichte in Antike und Mittelal-
ter: Plinius d. J. “Panegyricus,” “Historia apocrypha” der “Legenda aurea,” 
ed. idem and Karl Strobel, Bamberger Hochschulschriften 11 (Bamberg: 
Bayerische Verlagsanstalt, 1985), 113–72. However, the Vengeance of the 
Savior cannot be regarded as the source of this poignant story of how 
Veronica received the image as a result of Jesus’s act of kindness; it mere-
ly states that Veronica received the image “that the Lord gave to me, 
not for my merits but out [of] his mercy” (quem dominus dedit mihi, 
non meis meritis sed sua clementia). So, where did the author of Mors 
Pilati find this tradition, or was it created here? I have not been able to 
discover the answer. See Tobias Nicklas (“Gendanken zum Verhältnis 
zwischen christlichen Apokryphen und hagiographischen Literatur: das 
Beispiel der Veronica-Traditionen,” Nederlands theologisch tijdschrift 62, 
no. 1 [2008]: 45–63, esp. 56–61), who notes structural parallels between 
the Teaching of Addai and the Mors Pilati (59–60), but stops short of 
drawing a direct connection.

24. Anne L. Clark supports this idea, asserting, “The origin of the 
veil is narrated in the Legenda Aurea of Jacobus de Voragine (c. 1260), 
which, with its more than 1,000 manuscript copies, was unquestionably 
the most widespread version of the Veronica story” (“Venerating the Ve-
ronica: Varieties of Passion Piety in the Later Middle Ages,” Material 
Religion 3, no. 2 [2007]: 170).

25. Clark explains, “In the Legenda Aurea, the story is placed in the 
chapter of materials assembled for the annual celebration of the Pas-
sion of the Lord, which, not surprisingly, emphasizes that the ‘passion 
of Christ was bitter in its pains, [and] scornful in the mockery it laid 
upon him.’ Thus even without an explicit Calvary setting, the story of 
Veronica’s cloth, with its miraculously produced true image of Christ, 
was explicitly imbued with Passion associations” (“Venerating the Ve-
ronica,” 170).

26. In reality, Vespasian was Titus’s father. Clearly, the author is 
shaky on historical detail.

27. Taken from Carol A. Chase, trans., Lancelot-Grail: The Old 
French Arthurian Vulgate and Post-Vulgate in Translation, vol. 1, The His-
tory of the Holy Grail (Cambridge: D. S. Brewster, 2010), 20.

28. Text taken from Phyllis Moe, ed., The ME Prose Translation of 
Roger d’Argenteuil’s Bible en François, Middle English Texts 6 (Heidel-
berg: Winter, 1977), 62.

29. “Stations of the Cross,” in The New Catholic Encyclopedia, 2nd 
ed. (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America, 2003), 13.499–501.

30. Herbert Thurston notes that the first mention of a station as-
sociated with Veronica in the Holy Land is made by Hans Lochner, a 
medical doctor and pilgrim from Nuremberg, Germany, in 1435 (The 
Stations of the Cross: An Account of their History and Devotional Purpose 
[repr.; London: Burns & Oates, 1914], 60). See the account of Lochner’s 
travels in Die Hohenzollern am heiligen Grabe zu Jerusalem, insbesondere 
die Pilgerfahrt der Markgrafen Johann und Albrecht von Brandenburg im 
Jahre 1435, ed. Felix Geisheim (Berlin: Franz Duncker, 1858). 

31. For a modern translation, see Francis Davey, ed., The Itineraries 
of William Wey (Oxford: University of Oxford, 2010). The Latin text is 
taken from Albert Way, Bulkeley Bandinel, and George Williams, eds., 
The Itineraries of William Wey, Fellow of Eton College: To Jerusalem, A.D. 
1458 and A.D. 1462; and to Saint James of Compostella, A.D. 1456. From 
the Original Manuscript in the Bodleian Library (London: Nichols and 
Sons, 1857), 20. See Thurston’s discussion, “The Stations of the Cross,” 
46–48 and 50–52.

32. Ewa Kuryluk, Veronica and Her Cloth: History, Symbolism, and 
Structure of a “True” Image (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 123.
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Louisa Woosley: Trailblazer in the  
Cumberland Presbyterian Church

Tim Lee

TIM LEE considers himself blessed beyond mea-
sure to be husband to Denise; dad to Caleb, 
Merrin, and Courtney; and pastor to Beersheba 
Cumberland Presbyterian Church. While studying 
at Memphis Theological Seminary’s program of al-
ternate studies, Tim was delighted to discover the 
rich Cumberland Presbyterian heritage to which 
Louisa Woosley belongs. 

Louisa Woosley was the first Presbyterian woman to be ordained. 
Woosley’s life coincided with a time of increasing participation by 
female leadership in the Cumberland Presbyterian (CP) Church, 
the denomination to which she belonged.1 During the late 1800s, 
women in CP churches were serving as teachers and officers in 
the Sunday schools and contributed 
greatly to missions efforts and to 
church schools and colleges. In 1877, 
the appointment of women serving 
as trustees and deacons in churches 
was approved by the Pennsylvania 
Presbytery. This decision was rather low key and noncontrover-
sial, unlike the issue of women as elders or ministers.

Louisa Woosley was born on March 24, 1862, in central Ken-
tucky. She was brought up in a Baptist household and committed 
her life to Christ at the age of twelve. Soon afterward, Woosley 
heard a call from the Lord to gospel ministry. This call bewil-
dered her, because she did not know any women preachers, and, 
in fact, had never even heard of any. A great internal struggle 
ensued as she felt that publicly announcing and pursuing her call 
would bring shame and conflict. Woosley then decided not to 
follow her calling in a straightforward manner, but instead to ful-
fill her calling in a roundabout way by becoming a pastor’s wife.

In 1879, she married Charles G. Woosley, a farmer. Entering 
the marriage, she felt that her problems were solved. Charles, 
however, had no inclination to enter the ministry and remained 
a farmer. Louisa’s struggle only increased as she realized that 
Charles was not going to fulfill her calling for her. In 1882, she 
began searching the Scriptures intently for a clear word on her 
dilemma. She marked in her Bible everywhere that a woman was 
mentioned. After studying the Scriptures two times from cover to 
cover, she came to her conclusion in 1883: God did not play favor-
ites, and he had great things for women to do in service to him. 

Although her calling was now certain, her turmoil was now 
even greater as she began to contemplate all the controversy and 
hardship she would endure as a trailblazer for women in minis-
try. She asked for God’s forgiveness as she continued to put off 
the call in fear of the consequences. Not long after this, Woosley’s 
daughter became seriously ill. She felt that her daughter’s illness 
was a result of her disobedience to God’s call, and she promised 
God that, if her daughter recovered, she would answer the call. 

Her daughter was restored to health, and Woosley’s initial joy 
was dampened when she realized she had promised God some-
thing she felt was impossible to deliver. She entered into a dark 
depression, and her health deteriorated to the point that she was 
confined to her bedroom for six months. She was even unable to 

sit up in bed on her own.
Finally, she gave her burden to 

the Lord, trusting him completely 
to do what seemed impossible to 
her. She committed wholeheartedly 
to follow God’s calling to the gospel 

ministry without reservation. Immediately, her health began to 
improve. On January 1, 1887, the elders of the church invited her 
to preach in the absence of the minister. That preaching experi-
ence confirmed her calling, and she began preaching anywhere 
she could. The opposition she had expected did come about, even 
from family and friends. Since many pulpits were closed to her, 
Woosley would travel great distances to preach and became well 
known as an open-air preacher. Over time, the strained relation-
ships with loved ones began to heal, and her level of acceptance 
in Cumberland Presbyterian churches increased as well.

In 1887, Woosley presented herself as a candidate for gospel 
ministry at the meeting of the Nolin Presbytery, and, at the fol-
lowing year’s meeting, she was licensed to preach after delivering 
a doctrinal discourse and successfully completing an examina-
tion by the committee on literature and theology. Because of the 
great success of her preaching, she was appointed as a presby-
terial missionary as well, which gave her formal permission to 
preach anywhere within the bounds of the Nolin Presbytery.

In 1889, Woosley was ordained to the ministry of word and 
sacrament by the Nolin Presbytery. Soon afterward, controversy 
arose in the Kentucky Synod over Woosley’s ordination, and this 
controversy lasted several years, even reaching the level of the 
general assembly. Woosley wrote Shall Woman Preach? or, The 
Question Answered as a response to the controversy, and it was 
published in 1891. Eventually, the Nolin Presbytery was forced to 
remove her from their roll of ministers, but they did so by grant-
ing her the status of “in transit,” which allowed her to continue 
ministering. She remained in that status until she was received 
as a minister into the Leitchfield Presbytery in 1911. In 1914, she 
was elected stated clerk of Leitchfield presbytery and remained in 
that role for the next twenty-five years. In 1938, she was elected 
moderator of the Kentucky Synod, the very body that had balked 
at her ordination almost a half century before.

Notes

1. In writing this article, I relied heavily on Mary Lin Hudson, “‘Shall 
Woman Preach?’ Louisa Woosley and the Cumberland Presbyterian 
Church,” Cumberland Presbyterian Church website, http://www.cum-
berland.org/hfcpc/minister/woosleyL.htm.

After studying the Scriptures two times from 

cover to cover, she came to her conclusion in 

1883: God did not play favorites, and he had great 

things for women to do in service to him. 
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Selfishness One Degree Removed:  
Madeline Southard’s Desacralization of Motherhood  

and a Tradition of Progressive Methodism
Kristin Kobes Du Mez

M. Madeline Southard (1877–1967) is known among Methodists 
today for her pioneering work for ecclesiastical rights for women, 
particularly for the pivotal role she played in the 1920s in open-
ing up ordination to women in the Methodist Church.1 Among 
religious historians, she is known for founding the International 
Association of Women Ministers (IAWM) in 1919, an interde-
nominational organization that, by the 1920s, included around 
10 percent of female ministers in America, and which continues 
to this day.2 Southard also achieved a certain notoriety in her 
younger years, when she accompanied the infamous Carry Na-
tion on one of her saloon-smashing crusades, and later when she 
traveled the country preaching and speaking on women’s rights, 
suffrage, and sexuality from a biblical perspective.3 

Less well remembered is Southard’s theological writing. In 
1927, she published The Attitude of Jesus toward Woman, a work 
of feminist theology in which she drew upon her own experi-
ences as a Methodist woman in late nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century America. She wrote it to provide a biblical founda-
tion for women’s rights.4 She devoted a significant portion of her 
book to the ideal of Christian motherhood, or, more accurately, 
to her efforts to undermine that ideal. Southard had come of age 
in the late Victorian era, when motherhood had been elevated 
to be women’s sacred calling in both church and society. As a 
devout Methodist, Southard knew well the idealization of Chris-
tian motherhood. Over the course of the nineteenth century, 
the home had come to play an increasingly central role in the 
Methodist faith, and women had come to occupy a sacred space 
within the home. As wives, and especially as mothers, Methodist 
women were to model Christ’s self-sacrificing love and exemplify 
the special virtue for which Victorian women were celebrated.5 

And yet, within Methodism, there was a conflicting ideal. 
From the earliest days, Methodists’ emphasis on the spiritual au-
thority of individual believers had empowered women to rise to 
positions of leadership and transcend conventional roles. Within 
late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Methodism, these 
competing impulses remained in tension. Domesticity persisted 
as a powerful cultural ideal for middle-class women, but, at the 
same time, the rise of the holiness movement—with its renewed 
emphases on individual spiritual empowerment, the sanctifying 
work of the Holy Spirit, and the pursuit of “social holiness”—once 
again bolstered women’s claims to religious and social authority.6 

This dual heritage contributed to the proliferation of nine-
teenth-century social reform movements. Deemed especially vir-
tuous and charged with protecting their homes from the evils of 
the world, growing numbers of Protestant women realized that, 
in order to do so, they would need to move far beyond the do-
mestic sphere. Combining domesticity with religious and social 
empowerment, these enterprising women set out to reform the 

world through missions, temperance, and social purity reform.7 
Methodist women were often at the forefront of these social en-
terprises. With her activist work in temperance and social purity 
reform, Southard was no exception.8 

Even as women found they could justify the expansion of 
their activities, the domestic ideal nonetheless constrained wom-
en’s activities and identities in significant ways. For women to 
claim social power, they needed to conform to the contours of 
the domestic ideal—an ideal sometimes difficult, if not impos-
sible, to attain—and an ideal that Southard increasingly came to 
believe conflicted with the expansive understanding of Christian 
womanhood she found in the Scriptures. She sought through her 
theological writings to divest motherhood of its religious import, 
a crucial step in her efforts to construct a Christian foundation 
for women’s rights.9 

The greatness of man and the glories of womanhood

Even as she fashioned a career combating the social and religious 
elevation of domesticity and motherhood, Southard’s personal 
journals reveal a more conflicted relationship with the domestic 
ideal. Though she felt God had called her to public ministry, pri-
vately, she yearned to experience the love of a husband and the 
“dream of motherhood.”10 Throughout her career, she struggled 
to reconcile the choices she had made to pursue an unconven-
tional woman’s life with the inner longings she fought to keep at 
bay. In her youth, she had turned down suitors because she felt 
she did not love them with the depth of love necessary for a true 
marriage, and she later reflected how she had been “too absorbed 
in intellectual and spiritual life, in public service” to consider 
marriage at that time, noting that she likely “would have chafed 
under its sacrifices.” Instead, she wanted “to be great (and have 
the right to do great things) as man is great.” By the time she was 
in her thirties, however, her longing for some of the traditional 
“glories of womanhood” had intensified, conflicting with her call 
to public service.11 

In her journals during this period, she tells of a “dull pain” 
that was always with her, a longing for a home, a husband, and 
children. Her pain was intensified by her belief that God had 
“gently whispered” to her that she would have “this gift, this glory 
of motherhood.” As the years went by, she struggled to keep faith: 
“My soul cries out again, almost in anguish, that I too may share 
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in this most wonderful gift,” she wrote. “Sometimes I have been 
joyously confident,” she reflected, “other times as of late, I fight 
for this faith, as dying people fight for breath.” In a moment of 
despair, she called into question her pursuit of masculine great-
ness: “I could not then see the greatness of a woman’s life, as God 
planned it,” she lamented.12 

Southard’s inner conflict ultimately led to a breakdown in 
1910, during which time she temporarily ceased her public ac-
tivities.13 Even as she returned to her work, devoting herself to 
Christian ministry and to advancing the cause of women in the 
Methodist Church, the depth of pain she poured out in her jour-
nals poignantly testified to the difficulties she faced in reconcil-
ing her devotion to God’s call with her inner longings, and re-
veals the difficulty she faced in constructing a model of Christian 
womanhood that departed from traditional Victorian ideals.14 

The Attitude of Jesus toward Woman

In 1917, in order to wrestle with these tensions on a theological 
level and develop the tools she would need to fashion a sophis-
ticated biblical foundation for women’s rights, Southard enrolled 
in graduate studies at Garrett Biblical Institute in Evanston, Il-
linois.15 At Garrett, she delved into the study of modern theo-
logical methods and acquainted herself with the long history of 
women’s oppression: “Poor womanhood,” she reflected in her 
journal, “how it has suffered, too ignorant often to know that it 
was crushed under injustice . . . carrying the world on its breast, 
yet crushed under the world’s feet.” Southard was left to ponder 
how “a Christian God has been able to let a world go on like 
this.”16 But her biblical studies confirmed her conviction that 
Christ was “woman’s only emancipation”; it was “only the ideal-
ism of Jesus reaching large numbers of men,” she insisted, that 
“could make a world where women dare be free.”17 

Southard articulated her biblical defense of women’s rights 
in her master’s thesis, published in 1927 as The Attitude of Jesus 
toward Woman. In that book, she contended that the New Tes-
tament, properly understood, contradicted conventional views 
of womanhood that defined women in terms of their domestic 
roles as wives and mothers. Instead, she argued that a biblical 
view of womanhood demanded that women not be seen primar-
ily as creatures of relationships, but rather as persons with rela-
tionships. For centuries, Southard explained, a woman had been 
considered “the creature of her sex-relationships and of the re-
sultant blood relationships.” As such, a woman’s status had been 
determined by her being “the wife, mother, daughter, concubine 
or mistress of some man,” but not as “a person in herself.”18 But 
her work in temperance and social purity had convinced her that 
this view of womanhood put women at risk.19 Familiarity with 
women who fell under the hard hand of the “law of chastity” had 
educated Southard on the spurious nature of men’s “protection”: 
“when men think of women as primarily the creatures of their 
sex relationships and of their blood relationships,” while denying 
them any sense of equality with men, “they may love their own 
women, their wives, their mothers, their sisters and their daugh-
ters,” and they might “go to great lengths to please women who 
attract them and from whom they wish to secure favors,” but, 

outside such circles, she reflected, “they are rude to women with 
a rudeness that easily slips into cruelty.”20 

Southard insisted that the Scriptures neither depicted women 
as dependent upon men for their protection or for their identi-
ties, nor did God’s word celebrate the nuclear family and women’s 
domestic duties. In fact, Southard maintained, the Bible taught 
the very opposite. The strongest evidence for this could be found 
in the teachings of Jesus, she claimed; indeed, rather than exalt-
ing the family ideal, Jesus himself stated that he had come to 
set family members against each other, declaring that “He that 
loveth father or mother . . . son or daughter more than me is 
not worthy of me” (Matt 10:37) and that “If any man cometh to 
me and hateth not his own father and mother, his wife and chil-
dren, and brethren and sisters . . . he cannot be my disciple” (Luke 
14:26).21 Could Jesus have meant “this drastic teaching to apply to 
women whose first duty was commonly supposed to be to fulfill 
their feminine relationships?” Southard asked. Could he possibly 
“believe women mentally capable of reaching conclusions and 
making decisions that might have such far-reaching results?”22 

Her examination of the biblical accounts of Jesus’s life and 
teachings convinced her that he did indeed expect women to 
make such divisive choices. In fact, when he predicted in both 
Matthew and Luke the strife his message would bring to families, 
Jesus had given one illustration involving men, and two of wom-
en.23 To Southard it was clear that “every woman, as every man, 
must make the supreme decision, putting the will of God before 
every human relationship.”24 In fact, Southard contended that in 
every instance recorded in the New Testament “where Jesus re-
proved women, it was for failure to subordinate their feminine 
interests to their interests as citizens of the kingdom of God.”25 
The Scriptures plainly demonstrated that Jesus “persistently 
set Himself against woman’s own belief that she was primarily 
a female, a creature of domestic relationships,” and instead “de-
manded of her that she realize herself to be a self-determining 
person, responsible for the exercise of the highest intellectual and 
spiritual faculties.”26 

Southard recognized that one of the primary obstacles to 
seeing women as citizens of the kingdom of God rather than 
as creatures of their domestic relationships was the celebration 
of motherhood that had long flourished in American culture. 
In The Attitude of Jesus, Southard wrote extensively on moth-
erhood, taking pains to depict it as a biological process rather 
than a moral condition or a spiritual identity.27 In her attempt to 
strip motherhood of its religious significance, she turned to the 
gospels’ descriptions of Jesus’s relationship to his own mother—a 
relationship that contradicted at nearly every turn any idealiza-
tion of a mother’s role. Theologians had long puzzled over the 
Savior’s treatment of his mother, she pointed out, citing one 
scholar’s recognition that it seemed “somewhat remarkable” that 
“on every occasion in the active ministry of Jesus where Mary 
plays a part she receives a measure of rebuke from her divine 
Son.”28 But Southard drew attention to the fact that, in each case 
where Christ reproached his mother, Mary as mother could be 
seen “taking precedence over Mary the disciple.”29 
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Southard recounted, for example, the story of the young Jesus 
remaining behind at the temple in Jerusalem, and his bewilder-
ment at his mother’s inability to understand that his place was not 
with his earthly parents.30 Southard wrote, too, of the account of 
Jesus’s first miracle at the wedding celebration in Cana. Although 
he turned water into wine at his mother’s request, he first rebuked 
her, a move that frequently troubled scholars.31 Jesus’s response, 
Southard noted, resembled “the Boy’s cry of hurt surprise” when 
his mother had failed to understand him years before at the tem-
ple; while Mary was concerned with social embarrassment, Jesus 
was focused on the public ministry he was about to commence. 
Indeed, other scholars had suggested that Cana represented Je-
sus’s “passing from human to divine relationships,” and noted 
that, as he began his ministry, “Mary was losing her Son.” 32 

That Mary failed to understand her son’s ministry is further 
evidenced by the fact that, soon after the wedding at Cana, she 
and Jesus’s brothers disappear for a time from the gospel ac-
counts. When they eventually reappear, Jesus responds by asking: 
“Who is my mother? And who are my brothers?” (Matt 12:48). 
Stretching his hand toward his disciples, he then declares: “Be-
hold my mother and my brethren! For whosoever will do the will 
of my Father which is in heaven, the same is my brother and sister 
and mother” (Matt 12:49–50).33 As Southard explained, Mary’s 
troubled and anxious mother-love signified that she had “lost 
spiritual fellowship with her Son.”34 But, a tie of kinship more 
binding than blood had superseded the mother-son relationship, 
and even his gentleness would not soften the severe rebuke for 
those who challenged this new reality. Jesus’s separation from his 
mother was not inevitable, Southard insisted, nor was it the will 
of the son; rather, Jesus intensely desired his mother to “accom-
pany Him in spirit” into the great adventure of his ministry.35 
She contended that his family’s lack of understanding grieved the 
savior: “It was not from some height of unmoved calm but from 
the depths of pain in His own heart that Jesus stated so often the 
renunciation of father, mother, brothers, sisters, wife, children 
that His followers would find necessary.”36 Male commentators, 
however, tended to overlook this fact, commending rather than 
condemning Mary’s misdirected mother-love.37 

Southard also turned to a story from the Gospel of Luke, 
where “a certain woman out of the multitude” called out to Je-
sus: “Blessed is the womb that bare thee and the breasts which 
thou didst suck” (Luke 11:27). “‘A certain woman out of the mul-
titude’—and for what a multitude was she spokesman!” Southard 
remarked. “Blessed the woman who brings forth and suckles a 
great man,” she added, but, “let others train his mind, walk in the 
company of his soul, she may rest content in the physiological 
fact of reproduction.”38 Southard insisted that it was precisely this 
widespread cultural sentiment that Jesus challenged: “Yea, rather, 
blessed are they that hear the word of God and keep it” (Luke 
11:28). As Southard explained, Christ “assented to the blessedness 
of physical motherhood, but He would not have her rest content 
with that.” Indeed, “no fulfillment of biological function however 
important, no relationship growing out of that fulfillment, even 
to motherhood of the Messiah, can take the place of the soul’s 
responsibility to God.” In this sense, Jesus “forever puts wom-

an under the same direct responsibility to God as is man,” and 
motherhood could not serve as a substitute for that.39 Jesus was 
insistent that “women should let nothing, not even their devotion 
to their offspring, come before their responsibility as persons to 
a personal God.”40

Southard drew attention as well to Jesus’s rebuke of “the moth-
er of Zebedee’s children,” who brought her sons to Jesus and asked 
that one would sit “on thy right hand and the other on thy left in the 
kingdom.” Jesus answered curtly, “Ye know not what ye ask” (Matt 
20:21–22). Southard pointed out how the woman here was intro-
duced not as Salome, as she was elsewhere in the New Testament, 
but as “the mother of Zebedee’s children,” defined by her “ambi-
tion as a mother” rather than as a citizen of the kingdom. Though 
many commentators on this text had considered her maternal af-
fection and ambition “if not a laudable at least a natural quality in 
mothers, to be treated with the utmost leniency,”41 Southard took 
issue with this interpretation, observing that “this attitude found 
short shrift at the hands of Jesus who Himself had suffered so in-
tensely from the renunciation of family ties.” Although she con-
ceded that there was a “marvelous and beautiful unselfishness of 
motherhood,” she insisted that “every great virtue is shadowed by 
its special vice.” The “pride of unconsecrated motherhood” could 
do much harm, she argued: “When the desire for the success of 
one’s own offspring makes one willing to trample roughshod over 
the rights of others’ offspring,” the beauty of motherhood became 
perverted; a mother’s ambition for her children, she asserted, “was 
only selfishness one degree removed.”42 

The family did not exist for its own sake, Southard contend-
ed, but rather to prepare people to serve God and others.43 Par-
enthood, she conceded (pointedly including fathers as well as 
mothers), did play an important societal role, and was indeed 
“intended to have an ultimate and spiritual meaning,” but that 
end could be achieved only “when the parent, taken out of self-
centeredness first by its own child, passes from that to tenderness 
for all children everywhere, and through them for all humanity.” 
If parenthood failed to realize this goal in some sense, “this pure 
spring of living water may fall back into its own pool to become 
stagnant and fetid.”44 Jesus did not come to destroy the family, 
she concluded, but rather to establish it upon a “firm and whole-
some basis.” Family affection needed both to be subordinated to 
individuals’ devotion to Christ and, at the same time, enlarged to 
include “the household of faith.”45

Southard not only believed that the celebration of female do-
mesticity kept women from fully participating in the kingdom of 
God, but she was also convinced that shared domestic responsi-
bilities would lead to a more egalitarian and productive society. 
Despite her intense desire to experience motherhood, Southard 
relished her freedom from women’s traditional tasks. Unencum-
bered by traditional domestic duties, she was able to support her-
self and at times her extended family through her preaching and 
public speaking engagements. Yet, she was well aware of the fact 
that women were often discouraged from pursuing professional 
activities because of their household obligations. Critics of female 
preaching, for instance, argued that “woman was made for the 
home, and everything goes to smash when she gives energy to any-
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thing else.”46 Southard, however, believed that “the franchise, in-
dustrial independence, even education” were but means to achieve 
broader social equality between men and women, the equal divi-
sion of domestic, moral, religious, and vocational opportunities,47 
and she worked to envision new family arrangements that would 
free women from the burdens of housework. She looked forward, 
for example, to a time “when house-
work can be disposed of in five hours, 
leaving time enough for every woman 
to have as wide a life as men,”48 and 
she advocated shared parental duties, 
noting that the “old theory that the 
home was entirely the woman’s sphere 
makes some women petty tyrants 
there, while some careless men shift all responsibility except that 
of the pay-check.”49

A “liberal conservative”

Southard’s views on domesticity and motherhood set her apart 
from the majority of her Protestant contemporaries, and, 
throughout the 1920s, she struggled to find her place within the 
changing landscape of American Protestantism. In December of 
1923, just as “the Fundamentalist-Modernist controversy [was] 
raging in all the churches,” Southard considered how she would 
position herself along the spectrum. After some deliberation, she 
concluded that she would call herself a “liberal conservative,” 
though she felt compelled to add: “what would I have done in my 
college years had any one dared call me a conservative!” Refus-
ing to choose between revivalism and intellectualism, between 
an emphasis on personal salvation and Social Gospel teach-
ing, Southard was bemused by the “big fight” tearing apart the 
churches, and by the lack of humility evidenced by all sides. 

In the midst of the famous Scopes Trial of 1925, Southard 
worked to distance the IAWM from the divisive controversy. The 
organization, she made clear, was both “Evangelical and Inter-
denominational,” liberal and conservative—liberal in the sense 
that, on many controversial issues, “we think and let think,” yet 
conservative in their evangelical convictions, and in their rejec-
tion of “the extreme liberal interpretation of Christianity.”50 The 
organization had, “by common consent,” avoided “speculative 
matters” and sought instead to absorb itself in “practical activi-
ties and above all in the fellowship that comes from personal al-
legiance to Jesus Christ.” Rather than embroiling themselves in 
doctrinal controversies, however important, Southard reminded 
her readers that members of the IAWM had “enough to fight, to 
secure rights for women in the churches.”51

Perhaps most significantly, Southard was profoundly troubled 
by the increasing tensions in American Protestantism between 
those committed to social action and those who emphasized 
personal conversion and individual religious experience. She 
identified herself as “a passionate preacher of the social Gospel” 
who worked to love her neighbor “at both short and long range 
in all the human relationships of domestic social, industrial, ra-
cial, national, and international life.” But this social vision had 
not lessened, but rather increased her “desire for the salvation of 

individual souls.” She distinguished herself from those who “dis-
dain the theology of evangelical Christianity” and “sneer at the 
‘saving of souls’ as individualistic and plead for a social religion 
that does not bother with anything so out of date as ‘souls,’” for 
she considered personal salvation “inseparably linked up with 
the reality of sin, the incarnation and atonement and the resur-

rection of Christ.” 
By attempting to “combine the 

individual and the social message of 
our Gospel,” Southard stood against 
prevailing religious trends.52 Histori-
ans have identified the “Great Rever-
sal” that took place in early twenti-
eth-century American Protestantism, 

with conservatives increasingly abandoning social reform and 
liberals embracing social reform, but abandoning a biblical foun-
dation for their work in favor of modern scientific expertise.53 
The effects of these developments on Protestant women, who had 
long exercised considerable authority in the realm of evangelical 
social reform, should not be underestimated. Indeed, Southard 
attributed her combination of the individual and social messages 
of Christianity to her position as a Christian woman, and she 
blamed the diminishing space in American Protestantism for 
those who combined both messages on the ongoing marginaliza-
tion of women in Protestant churches.54 “The social aspects of 
the message of Jesus make a strong appeal to the hearts of wom-
en,” Southard wrote in 1919; but, due in part to the church’s treat-
ment of women, the conversionist and activist aspects of Christi-
anity were becoming increasingly disconnected. Had the church 
embraced the social and religious work of women, she asserted, 
“who can say how much farther along both the Church and so-
cial reforms would be today?” Southard believed that, had wom-
en been allowed to take their proper positions in the churches, it 
was “quite probable that these two aspects of the Gospel would 
not have become so estranged.”55

Toward a tradition of progressive Methodism

Although Southard’s book failed to reach a wide readership in 
her own time, and she would be remembered largely for her in-
stitutional work rather than her theology, her work remains sig-
nificant today. As a compelling model of “biblical feminism,” her 
writings have the potential to resonate with evangelical Chris-
tians today seeking a biblical foundation for egalitarian views on 
gender and family. At the same time, her work testifies to a robust 
tradition of Methodist thought that has often been overlooked in 
light of the polarization framework that divides twentieth-centu-
ry Protestantism into liberal and conservative camps. Southard 
stands firmly in a tradition of progressive evangelical Christian-
ity, crafted in no small part by Methodist women, that stretches 
from nineteenth-century social reform to the twentieth-century 
civil rights movement and the resurgence of American feminism 
in the 1960s and 1970s.56 One need only scratch the surface of 
these movements to find Methodist women—black and white—
carrying on the tradition of progressive Christian social action. 
In many ways, Southard bridges two eras of dynamic Methodist 
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social activism. By recovering her legacy, we can better see the 
often overlooked role of progressive Christianity in twentieth-
century America. 
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Madame Talent: A Remembrance
Gilbert Bilezikian

To a young boy living in Paris during the German occupation, 
every day was a struggle for survival. Because of the scarcity of 
food, hunger had become a relentless torment. Almost daily, 
older people in our neighborhood were reported to have died of 
deprivation. The lack of fuel to heat homes and schools rendered 
lethal the exceptionally harsh winters of 1941 and 1942. Adults 
went about gaunt and listless. Children did not learn to play, 
to run, and to laugh. Tall strangers in green uniforms paraded 
around under the display of their twisted, satanic cross. Their 
heavy steel helmets, the daggers hanging from their wide black 
leather belts, their rough voices, and their hard faces struck terror 
into the depths of our beings. Pervasive fear, gnawing want, and 
hopelessness permeated every aspect of our existence.

Unexpectedly, a tiny ray of light broke through the surround-
ing darkness. My beleaguered widower father insisted that I at-
tend the Sunday School, which was run by Chapelle Milton, a 
small Protestant church now defunct that was located just a few 
blocks away from our home. The church ritual seemed meaning-
less, but the children’s hour transported me into a colorful world 
of peace and gentleness that illumined the grassy hills around 
an ancient lake. The hungry were fed, the sick and maimed were 
healed, children were loved, and storms were calmed. I was of-
fered a Bible by the teacher of my class. Three-quarters of a cen-
tury later, it lies open here on my desk as I write these words. I 
did read it avidly and discovered the man from God at the center 
of the story. He won my heart and soon became my secret friend.

Among the brave adults who taught us was an older woman 
called Madame Talent. She was the widow of a French soldier 
who had been killed in the trenches of Verdun during World War 
I. There really was nothing remarkable about her that could have 
justified her name. She was a plain-looking woman with a round 
face, short and slicked-down hair for simplicity. Hot or cold, in-
doors or outside, she always wore the same long, dark coat made 
of some shiny material held tightly together with a vertical row of 
tiny buttons in front; a black cloche hat that framed perfectly the 
shape of her face; thin boots, high on the ankles and secured by 
networks of stringy black laces. I was dimly aware that, in attire 
and lifestyle, she still belonged to the culture of the nineteenth 
century and to the remote southern province from which she had 
come to the capital to work as a housemaid.

Madame Talent lived modestly off the widows’ pension of 
her deceased military husband. She received enough money to 
rent a “sixième,” one of the disaffected one-room maid’s sleeping 
quarters that had been attached, in more prosperous times, to the 
bourgeois apartments downstairs. Her little room had a skylight 
for a window from which I could see, while standing on the one 
chair in the place, the roofs and chimneys of Paris with the Eiffel 
Tower in the distance.

Madame Talent did not have children of her own, but she 
loved us, her Sunday School pupils, as if we were her own. At that 

time, Thursdays were the mid-week off day for the elementary 
educational system. On those days, while other leaders were tak-
ing care of the girls, she gathered half a dozen of us, skinny street 
urchins, for a time of games, storytelling, and a much-awaited 
snack. Needless to say, we wreaked havoc chasing each other 
around in her tiny room, bouncing on her cot, and devouring 
anything edible. By some sort of miracle, she always came up 
with tartines, cookies, or some sort of sweet of her own inven-
tion. Where she found the resources for such sacrificial extrava-
gance, I never knew.

In a time when hatred ruled and violence prevailed, I slowly 
perceived that I had a source of genuine love in Madame Tal-
ent. It took a while for me to understand it because everybody 
hated everybody. I could not figure out why she would like me. 
I thought that she might be feeling sorry for the devastation that 
the harrowing death of my mother had caused a few years ear-
lier. Or, perhaps, she had discerned that I was genuinely grateful 
for her efforts to give us boys some joy. When she would talk to 
me, she would add the possessive pronoun to the nickname I was 
given in those days, one that was based on the first syllable of 
my last name. She would not call me “gros Bil” as others did, but 
“mon gros Bil.” Without her treating me as a teacher’s pet, I knew 
that a bond of mutual affection had formed between us. 

Eventually, D-day brought deliverance from foreign tyranny. 
Studies resumed in earnest and university followed. With the 
passing of time, Madame Talent became a fading memory. After 
obtaining my credentials, I was teaching young people preparing 
for Christian service in a theological school called the European 
Bible Institute, located in the Paris environs. With every vacation 
time that came around, I organized a team of students to visit 
churches in one of the Protestant regions of France.

During one particular spring break, we were in the Cévennes, 
a mountainous area of central France that had served as a ref-
uge for the Huguenots in their flight from monarchic persecu-
tion three centuries earlier. The church in the old city of Ganges 
had invited our team to hold evening meetings to encourage and 
strengthen the local congregation. On one particular night, the 
gathering was well attended, the students who led the worship 
sharp and enthusiastic, and the attendees responsive to both the 
musical part and to my teaching. At the close, the pastor invited 
me to greet the people at the door as they went out.
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world and abandoned, and you came to my rescue. You did not 
have much, but you gave me all you had. You loved me when no 
one else did. You showed me that real love is meeting needs as a 
selfless servant does, like our cherished mutual Friend. I still re-
member you hugging me and me recoiling because I felt unwor-
thy and unlovable. But you did not give up. I know now that you 
kept on loving that strange child because you had been yourself 
sustained by the special love that Jesus has for forlorn widows. 
You were willing to share his love with an orphan boy, also lost 
in a cruel world.”

By this time, our tears mingled. I felt her thin hands tremble 
on my shoulders. I saw her make an effort to speak, but she was 
too overwhelmed. So, I simply added something like this: “When 
we boys were misbehaving, you would exclaim that taking care of 
us was like throwing bread down the river. It was, Madame Tal-
ent. But, after many years, you are finding that bread again. From 
the bottom of my heart, I am grateful for all that you taught me 
and for having trustingly invested in me so much of yourself. I 
thank God for you.” 

A few moments later, she was gone into the night. The next 
day, early in the morning, our team climbed into the school’s 
German-made minibus, and we were gone also, gone toward our 
next place of ministry, one of many more to come, enough to 
spread around the inexhaustible goodness of the love of God for 
a whole lifetime. 

Merci, Madame Talent.

While I shook hands and exchanged a few pleasant words with 
each person who passed by, I quickly looked aside to my right to 
prepare for those still coming up. Suddenly, a few persons down 
the line, I saw her. I recognized her immediately. Unmistakably, 
it was my friend, Madame Talent. She was still wearing the same 
old coat that time had turned to a greenish color. Her hair, her 
eyes, and her face had faded into a strange, uniformly gray tone. 
She stooped noticeably and seemed to be smaller. She took little 
steps next to the lady who led her. Soon, she was in front of me. 
With a thin, shaky voice, she said politely, “Bonsoir, Monsieur.” I 
answered, “Bonsoir, Madame Talent.”

I will never forget what happened at that moment. Startled, 
she lifted her head and came closer, her eyes searching my face. I 
could tell that she did not recognize me. Hesitantly, she muttered, 
“Mais, vous me connaissez?” (You know me?) I leaned forward, 
very close, and whispered, “Oui, c’est moi, votre gros Bil.” I could 
see on her face the effort of memory anxiously at work and, sud-
denly, a radiant explosion of astounded recognition. The next 
thing I knew, she was pressing herself tightly against my chest, 
and I felt her sobbing, just sobbing softly. All I could do was to 
whisper again and again, “Merci, merci, Madame Talent. Merci 
pour toujours.” (Thank you, forever).

As pastor Emile Figuière discretely escorted out the remain-
ing churchgoers, I locked eyes with her and heard myself say, in 
essence, “Madame Talent, I will never forget what you did for 
me at the time of my greatest need. I was feeling alone in the 



Priscilla Papers ◆ Vol. 28, No. 2 ◆ Spring 2014 • 25 

DOUGLAS GROOTHUIS, PhD, is Professor of Phi-
losophy at Denver Seminary in Colorado. He is 
the author most recently of Christian Apologetics: 
A Comprehensive Case for Biblical Faith (2011) and 
has published numerous articles in academic and 
popular journals.

Duke Ellington and Biblical Equality
Douglas Groothuis

It don’t mean a thing, if it ain’t got that swing.
—Duke Ellington

The rational case for biblical equality has been made many times 
by theologically conservative evangelicals in the past several de-
cades.1 But no one quotation summarizes the essential egalitar-
ian position better than Dorothy Sayers’s remark on how Jesus 
treated women:

They had never known a man like this Man—there never has 
been such another. A prophet and teacher who never nagged 
at them, never flattered or coaxed or patronized . . . who took 
their questions and arguments seriously; who never mapped 
out their sphere for them, never urged them to be feminine or 
jeered at them for being female; who had no axe to grind and 
no uneasy male dignity to defend; who took them as he found 
them and was completely unself-conscious.2

Instead of giving yet another argument, let us consider the mat-
ter of strategy. I am both a jazz lover and evangelical egalitarian. 
As I was preparing a talk to the Denver chapter of Christians for 
Biblical Equality, it came to me that the approach to race taken by 
composer, big-band leader, and pianist Edward Kennedy “Duke” 
Ellington (1899–1974) has much to teach egalitarians on how to 
shape a rhetoric that fits our difficult and often vexing cause. The 
man who was arguably America’s greatest composer and unargu-
ably its superlative band leader may also be a model for many of 
us weary of the effort to show that women are, after all, fully hu-
man—with all the gifts, responsibilities, and woes that involves. 
Duke Ellington, the musical hero, may be, in addition, a rhetori-
cal hero worthy of emulation by emissaries of egalitarianism.3 
The argument is one of analogy. Although Duke Ellington did 
not directly take up the case of women’s rights, his approach to 
race exhibited virtues, values, and strategies that are felicitous for 
contemporary egalitarians.

By “rhetoric,” I do not mean propaganda, trickery, psycho-
logical legerdemain, or emotional manipulation. I refer to the 
historical and classical meaning: the art of persuasion. This in-
cludes, according to Aristotle, ethos, logos, and pathos. Ethos 
broadly takes in the character of the speaker or writer. One must 
establish a presence, an authority that commands attention and 
respect. Logos means the nature of the case itself. If I am arguing 
for a position, I must support it with good reasons and evidence. 
Pathos concerns the affective elements of the case. Emotions 
should be rightly stirred to the cause in question.4 One cannot 
resist the temptation to quote Martin Luther King Jr. on this from 
his ringing speech, “I Have a Dream” (1963):

I am not unmindful that some of you have come here out of 
great trials and tribulations. Some of you have come fresh 
from narrow jail cells. And some of you have come from ar-
eas where your quest—quest for freedom—left you battered 
by the storms of persecution and staggered by the winds of po-
lice brutality. You have been the veterans of creative suffering. 

Continue to work with the faith that unearned suffering is re-
demptive. Go back to Mississippi, go back to Alabama, go back 
to South Carolina, go back to Georgia, go back to Louisiana, 
go back to the slums and ghettos of our northern cities, know-
ing that somehow this situation can and will be changed.5

Pathos is not necessarily emotionalism or histrionics, but the 
wise invocation of subjective states that serve objective truth. Lo-
gos without pathos or ethos often comes off as aloof rationalism. 
Ethos without logos and pathos looks authoritarian. And pathos 
without logos and ethos rings with emotionalism. The point is di-
rect: we need all three elements for wise and winning persuasion.6

But how does this possibly pertain to Duke Ellington, the 
kingdom of God, and egalitarianism? First, let us briefly ponder 
the vast and deep influence of the Maestro.7

Meet Duke Ellington

Duke Ellington’s musical career began in the late 1920s and ended 
at his death in 1974, at age seventy-five. During nearly all of this 
time, he led a big band from the piano bench. This was no small 
accomplishment for several reasons. The bone fide “big band” era 
did not last very long (circa 1935–1945). Most big ensembles went 
under either because of changes in musical fashion, or simply 
because a small band was easier to employ. It also takes a rare 
endowment of diplomacy and discipline to keep the peace and 
maintain team spirit among notoriously moody and mercurial 
jazz musicians who are always on the road. More significantly, 
though, supplying a big band with new and worthwhile mate-
rial, while remembering without overworking past standards, 
requires a level of creative genius that few could match. In fact, 
we know of only one: Duke Ellington. His songs, such as “Mood 
Indigo,” “Satin Doll,” “Sophisticated Lady,” “Take the A-Train” 
(the band’s theme, written by Billy Strayhorn), and many others, 
are indelibly printed in America’s songbook. While his career had 
its oscillations, he never went out of style and continued to write 
and arrange and participate in innovative and sublime music up 
until his death. (He was also the most underrated jazz pianist 
of the twentieth century. No one could match his sense of time, 
space, or creativity with chords. As a longtime jazz aficionado, I 
have never heard anyone play anything like he did.)

Amazingly, Duke Ellington was far more than all this. Though 
he never went to college, he received dozens of honorary doctor-
ates and was an American ambassador of goodwill around the 
world. Besides his own ceaseless touring, he was employed by 
the United States Department of State to represent the nation 
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overseas through his music and inimitable personality. Elling-
ton was honored with an all-star tribute by President Richard 
Nixon at the White House in 1969, where he greeted the presi-
dent in his customary manner: a kiss on both cheeks—twice.8 
This, of course, was biblical (Rom 6:16; 2 Cor 13:12). Sadly, how-
ever, Ellington’s sexual ethics were not Christian. He married 
young, never divorced, but had numerous long-term and short-
term lovers over the years, though he kept supporting his wife.9 
Nevertheless, he considered himself a Christian, prayed before 
meals, and composed several “sacred works” near the end of his 
career.10 He considered these works his most important pieces of 
music—a remarkable comment, given the depth and extent of his 
achievements (even if few music critics agreed).

Ellington’s prestige did not come without struggle and tribu-
lation. He was an African American who began his career long 
before the civil rights movement was born. This great historical 
transformation would begin to give his people the rights and re-
spect they deserved. Although reared in Washington, D.C., in a 
black community that stressed self-respect and hard work, nei-
ther his regal bearing (hence the early nickname “Duke”) nor his 
immense talent automatically ensured success, largely because 
of the racial discrimination of the day. His longtime white man-
ager, Irving Mills, often took advantage of Ellington, even falsely 
claiming songwriting credits. Yet, Duke suffered through it and 
said nothing ill of Mills in his autobiography. Ellington’s all-black 
(or nearly all-black) band often played before all-white audienc-
es. In the first few decades of his long career, Duke Ellington was 
more prone to integrate his band than were his audiences willing 
to be integrated. When his big band went on the road, it was of-
ten difficult to find restaurants and hotels to accommodate them. 
(This was not true when he toured in Europe.) Ellington even-
tually rented his own train coach for his band as they traveled 
cross-country. Early films of Duke Ellington and his band were 
racially integrated in a strange way. The black band and white 
actors both starred in these films, but they never shared the same 
frame.11 For the whites, the “minstrels” (however sophisticated) 
were on stage; the white customers were in the audience. Despite 
this cinematic apartheid, at least black folks appeared in an oth-
erwise all-white movie—and not as household servants. That 
was some forward movement, however incremental and slow. As 
Martin Luther King Jr. said, “The arc of the moral universe is 
long, but it bends toward justice.”12

Ellington did not endorse this sad segregation, but he was not 
a revolutionary either. He did not want to bring down the whole 
American system. He was patriotic and believed America could 
do better given its founding ideals and because of the inherent 
dignity of his own African American race.13 He learned this at-
titude early on through his education and family. Ellington’s phi-
losophy of race led him to demonstrate excellence in what he 
did as a black man with other black men. The dominant culture 
would eventually notice and take heed. He was a man of im-
mense talent, charisma, eloquence, and grace who led a band of 
outstanding musicians who would command respect. Of course, 
he was not an “Uncle Tom.” He spoke out for racial equality when 
needed and performed many free concerts for the National As-

sociation for the Advancement of Colored People. He met with 
and endorsed the work of Martin Luther King Jr. He recorded a 
concept album called “Black, Brown, and Beige,” which summa-
rized a longer work that was never fully performed.14 This was a 
history of African Americans. He also put out an album called, 
“My People.” However, he never supported Black Power as a force 
to attack the American system violently, as did groups such as the 
Black Panthers or the rock guitarist Jimi Hendrix in the late 1960s 
and 1970s, for example.15 Neither did he want to be known pri-
marily as a “race man,” that is, someone whose blood and breath 
were dedicated to nothing but playing the race card whenever 
and wherever possible. Ellington somehow managed to have fire 
in his bones about racial dignity without having a chip on his 
shoulder—a rare, honorable, and felicitous combination.

To bring this together, let us return to the three principal ele-
ments of rhetoric. Ellington emanated an undeniable ethos as a 
composer, band leader, pianist, and orator on stage and record. 
Anyone who doubts his oratorical prowess should simply listen 
to his eloquent and clever, spoken introduction to his later work 
“Afro-Eurasian Eclipse,” wherein he speaks of the globalization 
theory (although not in those words) of “Mr. Marshall McLuhan 
of the University of Toronto.” (Notice also his deliberate and em-
phasized use of inclusive language in his introduction when he 
says “him or her,” which was quite rare at the time.) Ellington’s 
logos was not that of logical syllogisms or other rational demon-
strations per se, but rather a logos of presence and being: He and 
his band showed the watching world that they were fully human, 
greatly gifted, worth respecting, and worth treating as fully hu-
man beings. He did not have to say this directly, but proved it 
through his on- and off-stage presence. Further, he wrote music 
celebrating the dignity and achievements of his race, as mentioned 
above. He was never a celebrity for the sake of celebrity, but a man 
with both a musical and national mission: perform superb music, 
break racial stereotypes, and thus further the case of racial equal-
ity in an America underachieving its democratic ideals. 

The pathos of Ellington was his utter and ecstatic abandon to 
the music he loved, which included his adoration of his audience 
and his encouragement to his fellow musicians. He was famous 
for saying to his audience, “We love you madly.” On many record-
ings, one can also hear him cheering on members of his band. 
This rhetoric of genuine personality in the midst of a focused and 
extended career made for a potent force for change, not only in 
music, but also for racial justice and respect for African Ameri-
cans in American life.

Ellington and egalitarianism

Just what is it about the example of this amazing man that might 
inspire egalitarians to pursue the case of biblical mutuality and 
equality in a wiser and more winsome way? First, Ellington 
worked within the confines of racism without endorsing it or 
viewing it as inevitable. He did not refuse to play his music be-
cause his band was forced to stay in cheap hotels across town 
after they performed for whites in the “better” part of town. He 
endured rejection and segregation, realizing that something bet-
ter might lie ahead. He had hope, which surely came from his 
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African American religious background.16 He did not accept 
second-class citizenship, but, instead, assumed a regal posture on 
and off stage, despite the inequality of the day.

Egalitarians, male and female, must endure the frustration 
and often anguish of ministering in churches, colleges, semi-
naries, and parachurch ministries where the gifts and callings 
of women are not sufficiently recognized—or, worse yet, where 
they are actively suppressed. We all have our laments and hor-
ror stories. Of course, this gender discrimination grieves and 
quenches the Holy Spirit (Eph 4:30; 1 Thess 5:19). Today, women 
may not be physically segregated from men, but they are too of-
ten existentially segregated. This discrimination is not on account 
of skin color, but because of biology, which is a given of female 
being. Race, too, is a given of our being. Just as we should not 
discriminate solely because of race, we should not discriminate 
solely because of gender.

Although I am a full professor at a well-recognized seminary 
and have a decent number of academic and more popular publi-
cations, because I am an egalitarian, I am not welcome to teach at 
some evangelical churches, colleges, seminaries, or conferences. 
Worse yet, some of my most gifted and called women seminary 
graduates cannot secure leadership positions in evangelical set-
tings despite the fact that these are places where they could serve 
God and extend his mission with intelligence, compassion, and 
dedication. This breaks our hearts and makes us angry. Yet, we 
should remember Paul’s wise exhortation, “In your anger do not 
sin: Do not let the sun go down while you are still angry” (Eph 
4:26). But, like Ellington, we must not capitulate. Women are not, 
in their being or before the Lord, second-class citizens in the king-
dom of God, nor are egalitarian men. If we know this, then we 
should bide our time, look for available light, and endure the sting 
of discrimination, realizing that something better might lie ahead 
in this world and certainly does in the next (Heb 12:2; Rev 21–22). 
As Jesus said, “I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. 
Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves” (Matt 
10:16).17 Or, as Ellington might say, “Keep swinging, baby.”

Second, Ellington did not make race the centerpiece of his 
composing or his performing or his identity. Musical excellence 
was his controlling passion. His autobiography was called Mu-
sic Is My Mistress. In it, he says, “Music is my mistress, and she 
plays second fiddle to no one.”18 He and most of his early band 
members were African American, but his music had and has a 
universal appeal, both in its instrumental beauty and in its lyrics. 
This may sound odd at first, but the same principle should apply 
to the egalitarian cause, for both women and men. We should 
excel in our callings and win respect because of our God-given 
skills and God-given virtues. That is, we should seek first God’s 
kingdom (Matt 6:33), discern and excel in our spiritual gifts (1 
Cor 12:7–11; Rom 12; Eph 4), and manifest the fruit of the Spirit 
(Gal 5:22). This will, in time, command attention, approval —and 
disapprobation (Matt 5:13–16).

I often ask my male traditionalist students why God would 
limit women from aspects of leadership in the church or the 
home if these women have the gifts necessary to flourish in these 
areas. (In recent years, three women have won the Master of 
Divinity preaching award at my institution.) The male students 

usually stammer something like, “Well, I don’t know, but God 
says they should not be senior pastors.” Since there is no logic to 
their position, I reply, “Then let that haunt you!”19 The women 
who manage to win the often reluctant respect of men need not 
constantly demand it or make it the essence of their identity as 
Christians. Whatever its merits or demerits elsewhere, affirmative 
action is not the way to insinuate women’s talents into the church 
and home. In fact, the quota or entitlement mentality tends to 
induce resentment and suspicion. Women should not serve as 
leaders because they are women any more than women should 
be commercial pilots because they are women. They should, by 
God’s grace, earn the right to be heard and heeded in the sight of 
men and women. Let them be exceptional preachers—and wom-
en. Let them be adroit administrators—and women. Let them be 
memorable and deeply biblical teachers—and women. Let them 
be rigorously rational thinkers (philosophers, theologians, bibli-
cal scholars)—and women. 

Third, Duke Ellington worked out his musical and social vi-
sion over a lifetime—a long life in which he experienced humili-
ation, obstruction, and ultimately success and recognition as one 
of the most important American culture-shapers of the twenti-
eth century.20 My wife and I know the weariness, anger, slander, 
and sense of defeat that comes with being vocal egalitarians. I 
am blessed to work at an institution where one’s view on gender 
roles is not a litmus test for orthodoxy, for being hired, or for be-
ing promoted. However, both Rebecca and I have been written 
off by others as “liberals” and “radical feminists”—charges that 
are laughably absurd if you really knew us or read our writings 
on the subject.21 But we must soldier on, not being content with 
the second-class citizenship of so many women in evangelical-
ism, not giving up the cause of biblical equality. I preach to my-
self here, since I have been tempted merely to shut up and em-
phasize other issues. As Francis Schaeffer put it, our entire lives 
should be works of art on display before the watching world and 
church.22 Egalitarians need to live out their convictions creatively 
and courageously over the long haul. Even arch-atheist and anti-
Christian “prophet” Friedrich Nietzsche knew the value of a life’s 
direction: The essential thing “in heaven and earth is apparently 
. . . that where should belong obedience in the same direction; 
there thereby results, and has always resulted in the long run, 
something which had made life worth living.”23

Let us sum up the case by briefly returning to the three cat-
egories of rhetoric. Our ethos should be grounded in gentle yet 
firm insistence that God calls both women and men to lead and 
serve equally in the church and in the home. Hierarchy began 
at the fall (Gen 3:16) and is not normative for gender or ecclesi-
astical relationships. We should hold this truth confidently but 
humbly. It is part of our identity, but it is not the whole of our 
identity, which is rooted in Christ as Lord of the cosmos (Col 
1–2). Monomania is never a virtue. And we are part of the same 
body of Christ as are non-egalitarian Christians. 

Our logos should be the biblical, theological, and philosophi-
cal arguments for biblical equality. Egalitarians should be able 
to sum up their case based on the themes of creation (original 
equality), fall (beginning of hierarchy), and redemption (Christ 
setting women and men free to serve without gender hierarchy). 
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Egalitarians ought to employ biblical texts for their case and be 
especially adept at refuting the passages supposedly supporting 
permanent limits on women in ministry and the home.24 Any 
indignant sense of entitlement or compensation for previous 
wrongs will not serve our logos as well as the intellectual case 
from the Logos himself (John 1:1–3).25 Just as we should have “a 
reason for the hope that is with us” that we offer in “gentleness 
and respect” concerning the gospel itself (1 Pet 3:15-16; see also 
Jude 3), we should have good and sufficient reasons for those who 
ask us to explain our position. Moreover, we should lead lives 
that compel others to ask us about our theology of gender.

The pathos of the evangelical egalitarian must flow out of her 
ethos and logos. Since many reject egalitarianism as nothing but 
an emotional reaction of overheated women (and men), our ap-
peal to repentance and restorative action should be diplomatic 
as well as prophetic. We must depend on the Lord moment by 
moment to “speak the truth in love” to fellow Christians (Eph 
4:15).26 Truth without love is harsh and off-putting. Love without 
truth lacks a backbone and the willingness to be contra mundum 
(against the world). Yes, we should ardently call the church to 
recognize, celebrate, and utilize the God-given and Spirit-led 
gifts of women. When heeded, this will arouse the proper feelings 
of regret, guilt, anger—and hope. However, this must be done 
with tact—to discern the time to do so—and courage, since we 
will face many tribulations in this mission (Acts 14:22). As Paul 
said to Timothy, “For the Spirit God gave us does not make us 
timid, but gives us power, love and self-discipline” (1 Tim 1:7; see 
also Ps 62). Although Paul was instructing Timothy on how to 
deal with devil-deceived heretics, the principles he lays down are 
applicable to disagreements within the Body of Christ as well:

And the Lord’s servant must not be quarrelsome but must 
be kind to everyone, able to teach, not resentful. Opponents 
must be gently instructed, in the hope that God will grant 
them repentance leading them to a knowledge of the truth.  
(2 Tim 2:24–25; see also 1 Pet 3:15)

By God’s grace, we may appropriate the rhetorical genius of 
Duke Ellington’s life in jazz to the cause of biblical egalitarianism. 
I, for one, will try. Please join me. 
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Recently, as I was listening to a Christian radio station, the female 
announcer shared that she was feeling guilty about her busy life. 
She made reference to the biblical “story of Mary and Martha,” 
typically feeling at fault because she was not taking ample time 
to “sit at Jesus’ feet” properly. She went on to say that Martha had 
it wrong because she was more concerned about her chores than 
she was about being in the presence of the Lord. These two sisters 
are examples, one positive and one negative.

I drew a deep breath. My first reaction was shock at the self-
reproach expressed, and then I was horrified to realize that a 
multitude of women were listening to the radio station, as I was, 
and were exposed to this inadequate and potentially damaging 
interpretation of a “familiar” New Testament story. 

Mary Stromer Hanson’s recent publication is written for pas-
tors, teachers, church leaders, and interested laypeople. It is par-
ticularly enlightening for Christian women and proves to be a 
valuable teaching tool as well as a call to ministry for women. As 
a teaching tool, Hanson’s book demonstrates that we must learn 
to use good hermeneutical methods to understand biblical char-
acters and their stories correctly. As a call to ministry, Hanson 
has challenged women to see both Mary and Martha as different 
role models than we have previously been taught. 

Hanson is right: Mary and Martha “have become a cliché over 
the centuries. The mere mention of these two names brings up 
visions of sisters squabbling over the kitchen work” (3). Over the 
years, laypeople and biblical scholars alike have stereotyped the 
Bethany sisters into erroneous “role models” for Christian liv-
ing—one sister is vilified while the other is complimented. Such 
interpretations have cast unnecessary burdens on women who 
carry around an armload of guilt because they have incredible 
responsibilities to attend to in this life and are unable to spend a 
great deal of time “sitting at the feet of Jesus.” Hanson’s book is a 
much-needed starting point in the process of unlearning what we 
thought we knew about Mary and Martha and a relearning pro-
cess as it pertains to the New Testament narratives. Certainly, a 
fresh look and a new perspective on these characters are overdue.

Mary Hanson has employed both good history and good 
hermeneutics. She opens with a historical reflection on past 
Christian interpretations of several significant, recognizable nar-
ratives in the New Testament: Luke 7:36–50 and 10:38–42, and 
John 11:1–3 and 17–44. Since recorded exchanges between women 
and Jesus are unusual in the Gospels, these accounts serve as valu-
able paradigms. However rare these occasions may be, we also 
recognize that the name “Mary” occurs in the New Testament 
with such frequency that often we confuse or combine charac-
ters. It is not uncommon for Christian readers and interpreters to 
conflate various gospel stories, as with that  of Mary and Martha. 
Hanson has investigated the historical and cultural background 
to help us understand the settings and characters. Of considerable 
interest is her investigation concerning the location of the com-
munity known as Bethany. 

Book Review: The New Perspective on Mary and Martha
By Mary Stromer Hanson (Wipf & Stock, 2013)

Reviewed by Judith A. Diehl
Hanson is thorough in her investigation of the New Testa-

ment texts, giving adequate consideration to literary features, 
including authors and intended audiences, motifs, dramatic ele-
ments, and character development within the plots of each story. 
While Hanson points out significant “nitty-gritty” Greek features 
found in Luke’s narratives, her conclusions and explanations are 
clear enough for the non-Greek reader to follow. We learn, in 
fact, that the Greek indicates that “she [Martha] had a sister be-
ing called Mary who also” (kai) sat at Jesus’s feet (Luke 10:39). 
This implies that both Martha and Mary were sitting at Jesus’s 
feet as disciples to “hear his word” (27). The discussion of the 
Greek word for “service,” diakonia (Luke 10:40), is meticulous 
and accurate. This word does not limit Martha to kitchen duties, 
but can refer to “service of the word.” In Acts 6:1, diakonia con-
notes the “daily serving” of food, while, in Acts 6:4, it references 
“ministry of the word” (29). It is completely unwarranted to say 
that Martha fusses at Jesus because she needs help in the kitchen, 
and only Mary is doing “the right thing” by learning from him.

This book serves as a reminder that, if we study the literary 
narratives of the Bible carefully, we gain better insight into ma-
jor themes and emphases. Careful study of plots and character 
development gives us clues to an author’s intended purpose and 
focus. We may realize that an author can use a surprise ending or 
interesting disclosure by a character to drive home certain truths. 
Interpreters have wondered if we are looking at four women—or 
is it just one woman? In the two passages in Luke and two in 
John, we see images of women superimposed upon one another. 
It may be startling to consider the suggestion some posit that the 
well-behaved, angelic Mary in Luke 10:38–42 and the “woman 
who had lived a sinful life in that town” (NIV) of Luke 7:36–50 
may be one and the same woman. Who is that cryptic character 
in John 11:2? Is she the same woman we see in Luke’s gospel, and/
or the same woman who cries with Jesus in John 11:32–33? 

Hanson takes on the challenge of straightening out the whole 
picture for us. More importantly, she has painted a new picture of 
the gospel characters to show real, living women who care and cry 
and serve and follow Jesus. Martha cares for the welfare of others; 
she opens her home as a ministry to outsiders while managing to 
minister to those within her own family. Mary has her own min-
istry: public evangelism and discipleship. The welcome “new per-
spective” of Mary and Martha is an encounter with women who 
are called to teach, to learn, to serve, and to minister in Jesus’s king-
dom. In her own words, Hanson wants us to know that “There is 
so much more to Mary and Martha!” (133).

JUDITH A. DIEHL did her PhD work at the Univer-
sity of Edinburgh and currently teaches New Tes-
tament and hermeneutics at Denver Seminary. 
Married, with two grown sons, she has had an 
interest in gender issues for decades. Her other 
areas of interest include the Gospels and tools of 
biblical interpretation.
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Forefoot, arch, then ball
are held steamy in the moist cloth, 

held with both hands
by a woman in Oregon caring

for a homeless man, 
now shaved and fed.

A handful of artists attend
some women and children.  

Their bruises are recorded with the camera,
then disguised.  Slightly made up eyes

reflect the light; salon curls
bounce bravely on shoulders, 

steps more confident
that something’s being made right. 

Jesus, girded in a grimy towel,
prepared to bear all our walk,

all our dirt-alleyed troubles, 
actions, and talk.

He wiped the blackened soles 
with what passed for His robe.

And so for us to put on Christ, 
to be resplendent in white, 
comes with the dingy apron

of compassion, kindness, humility.
Unashamed to bear less illustrious

working-wear, we’re neither slave nor free, 
Jew nor Greek, man nor lady, distinctions

never dictating destiny.

“My Hands and My Head as Well”
 —John 13

Deborah J. Shore

DEBORAH J. SHORE has previously published poems in numerous liter-
ary journals as well as magazines, including The Christian Century. She 
won the 2013 Poetry Prize from the Anglican Theological Review and 
finds her home in the Association of Vineyard Churches.  
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Christians for Biblical Equality
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and women who believe that the Bible, properly interpreted, teaches 
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classes, and all age groups, based on the teachings of Scripture as 
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Mission Statement

CBE affirms and promotes the biblical truth that all believers—without 
regard to gender, ethnicity or class—must exercise their God-given gifts with 
equal authority and equal responsibility in church, home, and world.

Core Values

We believe the Bible teaches:
• Believers are called to mutual submission, love, and service.
• God distributes spiritual gifts without regard to gender, ethnicity, or class. 
• Believers must develop and exercise their God-given gifts in church, 

home, and world.
• Believers have equal authority and equal responsibility to exercise their 

gifts without regard to gender, ethnicity, or class and without the limits 
of culturally defined roles.

• Restricting believers from exercising their gifts—on the basis of their gender, 
ethnicity, or class—resists the work of the Spirit of God and is unjust.

• Believers must promote righteousness and oppose injustice in all its forms.

Opposing Injustice

CBE recognizes that injustice is an abuse of power, taking from others 
what God has given them: their dignity, their freedom, their resources, 
and even their very lives. CBE also recognizes that prohibiting 
individuals from exercising their God-given gifts to further his kingdom 
constitutes injustice in a form that impoverishes the body of Christ and 
its ministry in the world at large. CBE accepts the call to be part of God’s 
mission in opposing injustice as required in Scriptures such as Micah 6:8. 

Envisioned Future

Christians for Biblical Equality envisions a future where all believers are 
freed to exercise their gifts for God’s glory and purposes, with the full 
support of their Christian communities.

Statement of Faith

• We believe the Bible is the inspired Word of God, is reliable, and is the 
final authority for faith and practice. 

• We believe in the unity and trinity of God, eternally existing as three 
equal persons.

• We believe in the full deity and full humanity of Jesus Christ.
• We believe in the sinfulness of all persons. One result of sin is shattered 

relationships with God, others, and self. 
• We believe that eternal salvation and restored relationships are possible 

through faith in Jesus Christ who died for us, rose from the dead, and 
is coming again. This salvation is offered to all people. 

• We believe in the work of the Holy Spirit in salvation, and in the power 
and presence of the Holy Spirit in the life of believers. 

• We believe in the equality and essential dignity of men and women 
of all ethnicities, ages, and classes. We recognize that all persons 
are made in the image of God and are to reflect that image in the 
community of believers, in the home, and in society. 

• We believe that men and women are to diligently develop and use their 
God-given gifts for the good of the home, church, and society. 

• We believe in the family, celibate singleness, and faithful heterosexual 
marriage as God’s design.

• We believe that, as mandated by the Bible, men and women are to 
oppose injustice.

CBE Membership

CBE membership is available to those who support CBE’s Statement of 
Faith. Members receive CBE’s quarterly publications, Mutuality magazine 
and Priscilla Papers journal, as well as discounts to our bookstore and 
conferences. Visit our home page and click “Membership” for details.
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*** Includes Priscilla Papers only. Does not include membership benefits.
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